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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    London 
 
      
 
    This was not a good idea. 
 
    No - this was a very fucking bad idea. 
 
    How had this happened to him? He thought. He was always the one who coerced his friends into unfortunate situations. How had he fallen prey to his favorite pastime? 
 
    As Pierce stalked towards the Covent Garden entrance to the Tube, he had to admit there were several reasons that being in London was the best place for him right now. First, there was the fact that he was able to put thirty-five-hundred miles between himself and whatever the hell was happening with Tristan and Sloane – his two best friends and the two other original members of the Gentlemen’s Guild. They’d both gone and fallen in love and Pierce wasn’t taking any chances that that shit might be contagious. 
 
    Fucking assholes. 
 
    Tristan was engaged to Ellie Carter and had recused himself from their popular and successful Guild exhibits, the first fan-fucking-tastic cause of his current mood. Morgan, who was their business manager and also currently in London with him, stepped up and offered to use one of his photographs for the exhibit; one disaster had therefore, been averted. But now, it looked like Sloane and his girlfriend, Cynthia, had worked out their issues which meant that it was only a matter of time before Sloane pulled out of the exhibits, too, or worse, he would continue with pieces that were no longer in their typical, classically erotic style. 
 
    God, that would be so fucking boring. It would ruin everything the Guild stood for. 
 
    Ok, maybe not everything.  
 
    There would still be one aspect of their business left – art restoration and reproduction for major museums around the world. That part was challenging, rewarding, and allowed them to donate millions to fund art programs all over the world. It was also the part that Pierce was currently in the process of fucking up. 
 
    Correction. He’d already fucked it up and had been covering it up for the past few years. Unfortunately, skeletons always seem to find their way out of the goddamn closet. 
 
    Several years ago, while in the middle of restoring Monet’s Bridge over a Pond of Water Lilies, his pride – and his dick – has caused him to lose the priceless artwork. There was a bar… alcohol… and two very beautiful women whom he’d ended up bringing back to his studio to screw. Instead, he’d woken up the following morning, hungover, still hard, and minus the famous painting. There was a ninety-nine percent chance that they’d drugged him because he couldn’t remember much of anything from that night; their faces were only a blur in his mind and his desire for future threesomes had significantly diminished. 
 
    Now, he was trying to fix his asinine mistake with the hopes that it didn’t cost the Guild everything. 
 
    And the effort was making his already fucking miserable personality even more miserable. 
 
    And if there was any place in the world that could mirror his mood, it was London in the fall. Cold, rainy, dark, and dreary; it was a mood that had been becoming more and more permanent since they’d arrived.  
 
    He, Morgan, Morgan’s twin sister – Ana, and Cyn’s friend – Tash, had left New York for the Queen’s backyard about four weeks ago. Why were they all there? Why London? And why was he so damn miserable? All of those questions could be answered with one word – Ana.  
 
    Ana worked for the white-collar crimes division of Interpol. She’d come to New York to follow up on a lead that the Bridge had been stolen. When she’d told her brother what she was working on he’d immediately called a meeting with the rest of the Guild. And that had really been the beginning of the end. 
 
    Before that meeting, no one except Tristan knew that the Monet hanging in the Met was his forgery; that the original artwork was somewhere out in the world with a dirty little thief. It was one of the many demons that haunted him, yet after almost four years, he’d been lulled into the false sense of security that whoever had the real Monet wasn’t planning on letting it go and that his secret would remain safe. 
 
    If there was a God, He must be having a good fucking laugh at his expense. 
 
    Morgan insisted that they bring Ana into the Guild’s veil of secrecy so that she could help them catch the thief who, for some reason, had decided to magically resurface after all these years and sell the original painting to the highest bidder. Morgan laid out his plan before Tristan, Sloane, and Pierce and suggested that they vote. 
 
    He’d been outvoted. And Ana had been let in on their secret little club. 
 
    When new information surfaced from one of her team members back in the U.K. that the thief was still here, they’d planned to head back to London – the scene of the crime – a few weeks after that meeting. However, extenuating circumstances moved up their timeframe and added a fourth traveler – Natasha James.  
 
    Also known as Tash, she was Cynthia’s old roommate and an escort. He’d met her at a bar in the city a few weeks ago when he’d been out with Sloane; it was the night he’d convinced his friend to take Cyn home. He should have known that would come back to bite him in the ass. 
 
    He was happy for Sloane and Cyn… and that they were happy together, he admitted begrudgingly. But, he’d still screwed himself – and screwed Tash; the first figuratively, the second, literally. Tash was a nice girl and they’d both enjoyed themselves, but neither took the evening for more than what it was – and he appreciated that.  
 
    Tash had been out with one of her other clients, Julian Sanchez, when she’d unwittingly discovered serious amounts of drugs on his personal yacht. When Sanchez realized what she had seen, he’d beaten the living shit out of her, putting her in the hospital tie-dyed with purple and black bruises and a broken ankle. Until Sloane, Tristan, and whoever else they could trust to work with figured out a way to bring Sanchez down, Tash needed to get out of the city. Sloane insisted that going with him and Morgan across the pond seemed like the best option. 
 
    And that’s how their band of musketeers ended up in the capital of Great Britain. 
 
    Long live the fucking Queen. 
 
    He laughed to himself in mocking disbelief as he scanned his Oyster card to get on the Tube. He wasn’t thinking about the ninety-odd year old Elizabeth residing in Buckingham Palace. No, he was thinking about the damned desirable monarch who ruled over the townhome that the four of them shared; he was thinking about Ana. He’d needed to get out of the house that morning before he killed someone… or kissed them. So, he’d left and gone for a walk. And he kept walking until Morgan finally called wondering where the hell he was and if he was still alive, reminding him that they had a meeting starting very shortly. 
 
    This morning was just another example of what had been happening over the past four weeks.  
 
    No – even before that. 
 
    From the moment he’d seen Ana, she’d intrigued him and ignored him and that was beyond frustrating. More than that, she’d captivated him and heated his blood like no one ever had before – and that was fucking dangerous. Unknowns were fucking dangerous, which is why he always kept a suffocating grasp on his life – controlling everything to the point where everyone thought he didn’t care about anything. 
 
    And that was the way he liked it. 
 
    He’d met Ana at Tristan and Ellie’s engagement party back in New York City, and everything about their meeting should have told Pierce that anything involving her was a bad fucking idea. 
 
    He hadn’t even known that Morgan had a twin – no one had; apparently, he and Ana had been estranged for some years because of some family shit that neither of them wanted to talk about. Top that off with the fact that she’d been living abroad because of her job. Either way, the fact that he of all people – he who prided himself on knowing everything before everyone – he who liked to keep people on their toes so that no one had the opportunity to throw him off his game – he had been the one taken by surprise. And if her existence hadn’t been enough, her beauty had twisted the knife of ignorance inside of him. 
 
    He’d seen a lot of women, painted them, slept with them… and he had a lot of comparisons that he could make. Some women are stunning, like Cyn for example, whose dark hair and pale skin would stop you in your tracks. But Ana, her beauty was subtle with an implied sensuality. Her golden-brown waves and the warm tan of her skin pulled him in like a moth to a flame. Looking at her was like looking directly at the sun – a brightly glowing light whose beauty burned so radiantly that it would blind you if you weren’t careful. And in an instant, his entire body had turned hard with the need to capture her sunshine and let it drive out his darkness. 
 
    The four of them – Tristan, Sloane, Morgan, and he – were all good-looking; it was one of the many reasons women lined up to be their models and to sleep with them. Out of all of them though, Tristan and Morgan were what most people would consider the classical Greek definition of handsome. Which is why it shouldn’t have surprised him that Morgan’s twin was the female version of that perfection – in spite of the fact that she dressed entirely too conservatively for what he imagined her figure to be. 
 
    And he’d done a lot of imagining in those first few seconds. 
 
    That evening, she’d been wearing some boxy skirt that wasn’t flattering at all and what might have been a more attractively-fitting top if it hadn’t been covered up by the damned sweater. 
 
    And still, he desired her – sweater and all. 
 
    Everything about the situation wasn’t right because it wasn’t what he had been expecting; what he felt for her in that instant was too deep and too powerful for someone like him, especially because he had to fucking feel it for her. Out of all the women in the world, all of the women he’d been with, why did his best friend’s twin have to have this effect on him? That thought made him fucking irritable, but not as much as the fact that she’d made him feel. He hated to feel; feelings are what had almost killed him. So, he pushed anything and anyone away who incited such a reaction. It was why the first thing he’d said to her on being introduced was ‘aren’t you fucking hot?’  
 
    There were many ways to interpret those words; Morgan, of course, as her brother, had taken them the wrong way. Pierce had really just been so unnerved by the news and then his sudden, intense desire for her, that all he could think was ‘why was she wearing a damned sweater in the heat of summer?’ 
 
    And he was never unnerved. Never. 
 
    Like something Ellie would do, Ana had fired right back at him – calling him ‘cold’ and walking away towards a glass of wine to warm her back up. Her dismissal only exacerbated his desire. He’d always craved the hard-to-get ones, except that for him, they usually didn’t end up being that hard to get. But this was a different story – Ana was a different story; for the first time, he found himself wanting something that he knew he couldn’t have. 
 
    Something that he didn’t deserve to have – a small voice inside of him whispered. 
 
    Moral of the story? He hadn’t made the best first impression and it had only gone downhill from there. He’d made a brief attempt at being cordial – he’d even thought about some playful flirting – to make up for their first meeting since she was Morgan’s sister, after all; but it had only made her response to him even harsher.  
 
    And he couldn’t decide which feeling it inflamed more – his frustration or his desire. 
 
    It didn’t matter – both demanded the same response: careless, asshole Pierce. He needed to push her away and the best way to do that was to push her buttons – irritation interspersed with blatant flirtatious advances that suggested she keep her distance unless she wanted to be ravished by him. Most would argue that this was his normal self, but it was only normal when he was trying to keep someone at bay for thinking him too soft or that he had started to care too much. The truth was that he couldn’t let anyone care about him. 
 
    He wasn’t worth anyone’s feelings. It wasn’t his fault that certain people – like Tristan, Sloane, and Morgan, and even Ellie and Cyn – chose not to see that in spite of how hard he attempted to make it painfully clear. 
 
    Ana, though… she seemed to see him for exactly what he was worth and for both of their sakes, he needed to keep it that way. 
 
    Until this morning. 
 
    Disappearing beneath the streets into the dark tunnels beneath, Pierce felt his personality becoming more at home. Cursing, he jogged down the steps only to realize that he’d missed the latest train, the empty platform now taunting him with dark thoughts from earlier. 
 
    That morning had been like every other morning since their plane had landed at Heathrow. Pierce had woken up with the dawn annoyingly aroused again and wondered for the umpteenth time why his body chose this instead of the willing bed partners he’d invited back to the house to slake his lust – and solidify his reputation in Ana’s eyes.  
 
    He’d thrown on his sweats and went into the sitting room adjoining his spacious bedroom. At least the house she’d procured for them was practically a mansion in the middle of Mayfair. She must be doing well at Interpol to have access to a residence like that. 
 
    Each bedroom had its own private sitting room. In his case, he’d turned that sitting room into his temporary painting studio. And considering how she’d scolded him for bringing food up to his room – it was probably for the best that she didn’t know about the paints that were strewn everywhere. He’d brought some of his supplies with him and then purchased everything else that he needed the first day or two that they were in town.  
 
    After recovering from his jet lag, he’d gone out in search of some lovely women to model for him and take his mind off a very specific, puzzling, and frustrating woman who was off-limits for so many reasons.  
 
    The first night, he’d been his usual charming self and picked up a lovely Brit at a bar nearby who was willing to let him paint her in return for the seductive promise in his dark eyes. Everything was going according to plan until he reached the point where he normally stopped working on the painting in favor of some more vigorous activity. At that moment, the lovely, buxom brunette who had been eagerly awaiting his attentions was now no longer attractive to him.  
 
    Pierce had felt like a train had hit him, knocking every lascivious desire from his body. The shock had only been momentary before rage set in; in retrospect, he felt a small twinge of guilt for telling the woman to get out. The look on his face quickly halted the protest that was about to escape from her mouth – wondering why he intimated that there would be a long, pleasurable night ahead only to kick her out barely two hours in. Again, it was the unexpected that set his temper off.  
 
    He’d tossed the painting he’d been working on, starting over fresh from his imagination. Only the woman that appeared on the canvas was no imagined seductive goddess – it was a very real Ana. 
 
    Pierce stepped onto the train, bracing himself as it began to move, taking him towards the very same woman who occupied his thoughts. He checked his watch; he was going to be late for the damn meeting and he knew he was going to get shit for it from Her Majesty, Queen Ana. 
 
    The same scenario repeated itself every other night for the past few weeks. And it didn’t matter what he did – if alcohol was involved, if he had the women pleasure themselves in front of him – as soon as he gave up on the painting that was going nowhere, every sexual desire of his was gone. 
 
    It had been over four goddamn weeks since he’d had an orgasm, he thought angrily as he got off at the Green Park stop. It was the longest he’d ever gone and he wasn’t sure he was going to make it much longer. 
 
    To make matters worse, the only woman his body felt like desiring was his friend’s goddamn twin sister – the one woman that practically ignored him each and every day and for good reason.  
 
    The house was big so it was relatively easy to go about business without running into anyone, but he knew she was purposefully avoiding him. When they did come into contact, her words were succinct and to the point, wasting no time conveying her thoughts or getting information from him so that she could be free from his presence. She was biding her time until the rest of her team got there and she was forced to work with him. 
 
    They’d arrived in London sooner than expected because of Tash, so it was only a few days ago that the two agents Ana wanted – and trusted – to help them finally arrived back in London fresh off of a case in Spain and today was the first day that all of them would meet to go over intel and strategy. A meeting that he was currently ten minutes late for.               
 
    Walking up Berkley Street, he knew he should have gone for a run that morning. If he had, he probably could have avoided everything that happened earlier.  
 
    This morning, instead of using exertion to exhaust his desire, he’d woken up on the couch in his studio to the face – the painting – he’d felt compelled to create and the only one that he seemed content with its progress: it was the one of Ana. Invariably, after he sent home each and every model that he brought back, Pierce ended up working on her face. 
 
    The soft waves of her blonde hair and those hazel eyes that seemed to change with her mood… Letting out a frustrated curse, Pierce ran his hand through his jet-black disheveled hair, deciding to get something to eat to satisfy his stomach… and maybe something to drink to subdue his mind.  
 
    The house was three floors with a main staircase that connected them, sweeping down into a grand entryway. A hard U-turn at the bottom of the stairs, would let you follow the hallway into the back of the house where the kitchen and morning room were secluded; it was the way that he should have gone. Instead, he used the second staircase that secretly connected the third floor (where his suite was) to the second floor and then right down into the kitchen; it was probably a remnant feature from back in the days when the third floor was reserved for servants who needed quick, secluded access to the kitchen.  
 
    Not bothering to put on any more clothing, he silently left his bedroom – shirtless and wearing sweatpants that did nothing to conceal his arousal. Pierce stalked down that narrow stairwell in the dead silence of the early morning. The problem with such a large house was that it lulled him into the assumption that, at that hour, he could move freely through the space without seeing his housemates.  
 
    Except of course, for this morning. 
 
    He reached the bottom of the stairs in a rush and stalked around the corner to where the fridge would be waiting a few steps ahead. He was too caught up in his own contemplations to be paying attention to his surroundings and crashed directly into the very object of those thoughts. 
 
    Ana. 
 
    “Shit,” he swore as his arms came around her slender form to steady her, feeling the cold rush of water between them from the glass that she had been holding; he was surprised that it didn’t sizzle right off of his skin considering how hot and aroused he was. 
 
    It was only a few seconds – if that – that she was pressed tight against him, but fuck did she feel good. Even with all the clothes that she had on, Ana was warm and soft in all the right places – a delicious respite for the hot and hard parts of his body that could find no other release. 
 
    “You can let me go now,” Her Majesty retorted a moment later as though being pressed up against his large, hard form did nothing for her.  
 
    He looked down over her blonde hair that was piled on top of her head like a golden crown, down to her sensual, yet sleepy face, locking his black eyes with her hazel ones. 
 
    Two could play at that game. 
 
    “Are you sure about that, Your Highness?” He smirked. “Are you sure you don’t want me to hold you a little closer?” He emphasized his question with a squeeze, acutely aware of the torture he was causing himself. “I wouldn’t want you to get cold…” 
 
    Her gaze narrowed. And then she purposely tipped her hand, letting the rest of the water from her cup spill out onto him. 
 
    Pierce hissed and released her, watching as the water ran down his chest and stained the front of his very bulging sweats. His head jerked back up to glare at her, sparks flaring in his dark eyes. 
 
    “Oops! Looks like I got you a little wet. Sorry about that,” she said innocently, biting her lip as though it had been a complete accident. “Don’t worry, it’s just water; hopefully it won’t make you melt.” She paused, her gaze dropping to his blatant erection and then returning to his, raising an eyebrow. “Or maybe, hopefully, it will.”  
 
    Her taunting expression immediately evaporated as her brain processed what her eyes had just glanced over – the giant scar that ran down the left side of his neck, down onto his chest, and finally stopped just onto his stomach. The puckered skin was almost half an inch wide in some spots.  
 
    He saw her body language immediately change, her gaze turning to one of shock, concern, and pity. He fucking hated that stare. He growled, stepping towards her to put her back on the defensive from his advances. She responded just as he thought she would, moving back to become trapped by the island that was directly behind her.  
 
    Pressing his torso flush against hers, he bent in close to her ear to whisper, “Keep that up, princess, and the only thing that will be melting is you underneath my tongue.” 
 
    That should keep her thoughts from wondering what had happened to him. 
 
    If it had been any other place or time of the day, he would have missed the barely perceptible intake of her breath and the slight flush that graced her velvet skin; they were the only things that told him that what he said had had some sort of effect on her. As he pulled back, her face remained just as coolly composed as it had been before – as if he was boring her. 
 
    And that was what he’d been dealing with for four fucking frustrating weeks. Every attempt to tease or taunt her was met with calm composure. It was so goddamn irritating since it was his main talent - and what he might consider the joy of his daily life - to unnerve everyone else around him.  
 
    He reached his arm behind her. She bent backwards to accommodate him as he leaned forward to grab a handful of paper towels from off of the roll that sat on the granite countertop, rolling her eyes as if to say, ‘seriously?’ 
 
    Enjoying one last second of the forbidden feel of her body, he stepped back from her. Ana turned to set her now empty glass on the counter and Pierce saw that she hadn’t come away unscathed from the spill. She, too, was wearing looser sweat pants and probably a tank top; but, again, it was hard to tell because she had a giant sweater on that her right hand was holding closed over her chest with a death grip. 
 
    He ripped the wad of paper towels in half and went to hand her half, stopping short when she recoiled, violently clasping her wet sweater even tighter over her chest. She must have thought he was going to attempt to dry her but quickly realized that that wasn’t his intent.  
 
    “I think you can handle this on your own, princess,” he teased as she begrudgingly took the towels from him, attempting to dry her sweater shield. “You could just take the sweater off, you know. Throw it in the dryer, maybe…” He shrugged, wondering if it was really because she didn’t want him to see any part of her upper body that she stayed clothed in the wet fabric.  
 
    Seeing that her paper towel was now soaked through, he reached towards her to grab her another one. “Let me—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She huffed, pulling back from him, continuing the pointless attempt to dry herself with the wet rag.  
 
    “Trust me, princess, I’d love nothing more than to dry you off right now. However, I was just going to get you another paper towel…” He chuckled – even more so as she scowled at him, turning to grab a dry sheet for herself. “Actually, that’s a lie. There is one thing that I would love more… and that would be to make you even wetter.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Now the word left her mouth – an acerbic retort as she patted herself off, still not letting go of her sweater, though.  
 
    “‘Seriously’ what?” he asked with a playful smile that she ignored. 
 
    “Does that really work for you?”  
 
    Pierce stepped closer to her again; this time she didn’t recoil, still focused on rubbing the edge of her sweater. “I don’t know, Ana,” he said as he plucked the damp paper towels from her hand. He heard her small gasp as her gaze shot to his, realizing just how close he was to her again. “Did it work?” A devious smile crept onto his face. “You seem a little more out of sorts…” He bent his head even closer. “Do I make you feel nervous, Ana?” His lips now just a breath from hers. 
 
    “No, Pierce,” she whispered, her eyelids drooping as she let the tip of her nose brush his. For a second, he thought that she might kiss him and his entire body froze until she murmured, “You only make me feel nauseous.” Her hard, hazel eyes cut into his stormy stare just like her words cut through him. 
 
    Pierce threw back his head and laughed, letting her sidestep around him to take the narrow stairwell back up to her room on the second floor. He grabbed her arm just before she was out of reach and she spun back to him, still holding her sweater, with fire in her eyes. 
 
    His laughter died into seriousness. “Careful, princess,” he said hoarsely. “Before I take that as a dare to make you feel more.” He released her and she turned and fled, like Rapunzel up to her tower. 
 
    He planted his hands on the countertop as he tried to reign in his body. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He tossed the wet paper towels into the garbage, turning to open the freezer and pulled out the bottle of Belvidere. He took two long swigs of the icy liquid before moving to the fridge. In a daze, he grabbed the carton of milk and made himself a protein shake. 
 
    God. The feel of her pressed up against him was like water on his arid body; he’d wanted to suck up as much of her as he could before the sweltering heat of his pent-up desire desiccated him. 
 
    Only, as he walked back up to his room chugging down the nutrients from the shaker cup, he realized that her touch only made his torture worse; his arousal was throbbing to the point where he could no longer will it into submission. Closing his bedroom door behind him, he stalked into the bathroom, turned on the shower, shucked off his sweats, and did what he’d been doing for weeks now.  
 
    He stepped into the ice-cold stream, standing there until the frigid water numbed every ounce of desire from his body – painful, necessary, and rapidly becoming ineffective. 
 
    He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had to turn off his arousal like this; he didn’t even know if there was a last time. Pierce had never had this problem before. Then again, he’d never wanted someone like this either.  
 
    He’d never wanted someone who hadn’t wanted him before. 
 
    And it pissed him off. 
 
    And that was why he had to get out of the house this morning. After his shower, he left and just started walking, hoping the city would provide him a distraction from his frustration and fury. 
 
    Ana was an enigma – an enigma that he couldn’t… shouldn’t… want; she was Morgan’s sister for God’s sake. Maybe if he were Sloane, or even Tristan, Morgan might be able to forgive that or find a way to be ok with it. But not him.  
 
    He was a dark devil; and the only thing darker than his appearance was his heart. 
 
    And it was with that dismal thought that Pierce unlocked the front door to the house. He didn’t know how to prepare himself for the wrath of the seductive sovereign within.  
 
    All he knew was that whatever happened, he was royally fucked. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    He was greeted with four separate, yet equally displeased scowls as he walked into the giant living room that was off to the right just as one entered into the main foyer. The room was decorated with sleek, modern furniture – just like the rest of the house. There was an elegance to everything about the damn place that made him certain that the house had been seized from some international felon or another. The minimalist modernity of the decor was an attractive contrast to the ornately classical architecture. In this room, a fireplace on the wall served as the centerpiece of the room. And in front of it were two, large gray couches sitting on top of a patterned, purple and lavender rug. 
 
    Morgan stood, his shoulder resting on the mantelpiece of the fireplace, arms crossed in front of his chest about to ream Pierce out. On the couch to his right, sat a stocky gentleman; if he had to guess, he would say it was Gino because the man looked Mediterranean wearing lose pants with a patterned button-down shirt that wasn’t tucked in.  
 
    “Seriously, Pierce. Where the hell were you?” Morgan broke the silence with his angry tone, unable to control his temper. 
 
    It was one thing that they had in common. 
 
    Pierce let the words go in one ear and out the other as he looked to the couch on his left where Ana sat and where his gaze lingered. She was regally perched on the edge of the couch in a blue pant suit, button down shirt, and blazer – it was the most form-fitting outfit he’d ever seen her in. Her hair fell in long loose curls over her shoulders, looking more of a medium brown rather than the golden brown it had this morning; it was the same with her eyes – now appearing browner instead of the greenish-gold hazel. 
 
    An enigma. Always changing, always shifting so he could never get a read on her. 
 
    Always fucking frustrating. 
 
    Again, Her Royal Highness took him by surprise. It was only when she shifted uncomfortably under his stare that he noticed the other agent – presumably Tony. Tony, on the other hand, looked to be about their age with almost a military-like buzz cut. Tony was good-looking and looked like he was about to bust out of the collared polo shirt he was wearing. 
 
    An observation that it seemed like Ana had made as well. Pierce felt his jaw unwittingly clench as he observed that, in spite of the length of the couch, Ana was seated close enough to Tony that their legs almost touched. 
 
    “Morgan—” Ana began in an attempt to placate him. 
 
    “No, Ana. It’s ridiculous.” Morgan put his hand up as though it would halt her words before pointing a finger at him. “We’re here because of your choices, your actions. The least you could do is not be an asshole and show some respect for the people trying to help you.” 
 
    His jaw muscle flexed. 
 
    Ana sighed. “Let it go, Morgan.” She stood and walked over to her brother to softly say, “Let’s just try to stay focused. Stop giving him the attention that he craves.”  
 
    Oh, is that what she thought he was doing? 
 
    It wasn’t attention that he craved; it was her. 
 
    “I’m here now,” he interjected into their conversation. “How about we just get this shit show on the road?” 
 
    “Mr. Lane.” She turned and levied her disapproving stare onto him. “These are my colleagues: Gino—” Her hand moved to indicated the man on her left (his right); his assumption had been correct. “—and Tony.” Her hand made the same gesture towards the other man, however this time, it was accompanied by a small smile. “Guys, this is Mr. Pierce Lane, the artist who was restoring the painting at the time it was stolen.” 
 
    Muttering brief words of greeting, Pierce stepped forward as the two men stood to shake both of their hands. Their accented introduction told him that they were both originally from the U.K. and not the U.S. like Ana was. That was the first thing that he noticed; the second was the way Ana looked at Tony. It wasn’t anything intense, but her whole expression just warmed as she spoke to him and jealousy made him grip Tony’s hand with a little more force than was probably appropriate. The man gave him a startled look, but didn’t return the show of force for which Pierce was grateful; Tony probably could have crushed his hand if he wanted. 
 
    “Ok,” Ana continued, dominating the direction of the conversation. “I think we should start by reviewing what we know already – not just about that night, but anything that we’ve gathered along our separate paths the past few weeks.” 
 
    Pierce chuckled, earning him a glare from the Queen. “Hate to break it to you, gentlemen, but we know nothing; you are now officially up to speed.” 
 
    “That is absolutely not true,” Ana retorted defensively, a blush rising attractively to her cheeks as she thought about what she’d just said, realizing that it was close to being true. “We just don’t know a whole lot yet.” She crossed her arms and arched one of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows. “Pierce, since you seem to want the attention, why don’t you share with the rest of the team exactly what you can remember from the night the painting was taken?” 
 
    Fuck, he hated reliving that night – even if it was just the parts that he could remember. 
 
    He heaved a sigh. “Tristan and I were at some pub – several drinks deep.” A few more than several. “These two women approached us. Tristan was already talking to some emo chick, so I took it upon myself to entertain the two of them.” Naturally. “I began talking to them; Morgan—” He nodded to the man as he mentioned him. “—had just decided that I was going to get the ‘Bridge’ restoration from the Met instead of Tristan. The painting arrived earlier that day and I’d just moved it into my temporary studio apartment. In my excitement—” Or drunken stupor. “—I vaguely remember mentioning to the one girl that I was restoring a famous painting.” 
 
    “Did you tell her which one?” Tony interjected. 
 
    Pierce glared at him. “Not that I recall.” 
 
    “Ok, so I think we can safely assume that this wasn’t a heist for that specific painting; the thieves weren’t necessarily art connoisseurs, but merely taking advantage of the situation,” Tony continued, his thick British accent making the statement appear more impressive than it actually was. 
 
    His fist clenched. No shit, Sherlock. 
 
    “She said she loved art and began to ask me all these questions about the painting and what I did. I remember that I started feeling a little suspicious… like she was asking too many questions; I remember even her friend looking at her with a puzzled face when she said that she loved art.” He rubbed his forehead, trying to remember the exact details from what happened next, details that still eluded him after four years. “She said she needed to go to the restroom, taking her friend with her; not surprising since it’s impossible for women to go to the restroom alone.” 
 
    “What did she ask you specifically?” Tony interjected again.  
 
    Pierce was really starting to get annoyed by this guy. 
 
    “Do you remember the things that she asked?” Ana reiterated his question. “And did her friend say anything?” 
 
    “The friend didn’t say anything; she seemed like the shy one. The blonde talking to me wanted to know how famous the painting was, how much I thought it was worth, if I was working on it in London,” he bit out. Fuck, he hated remembering just how telling those questions should have been to him. But he was drunk and a cocky motherfucker and the women were hot. 
 
    “Sounds like she was assessing just how valuable it could be if stolen,” Gino mumbled to himself. 
 
    Pierce just nodded at the man. “I remember thinking about calling it a night for a split second after they left, but I was pretty wasted. And then Tristan turned to me and made some asinine comment about how I scared them off. Naturally, I argued that they were coming back and somehow, it ended up as a wager that I couldn’t get both of them to go home with me.” He noticed Ana’s eyes shift colors again even though she retained tight control of her expression; her mood-ring eyes couldn’t hide the fact that the idea of him having a threesome made her feel something. 
 
    “They came back and immediately bought a round of drinks for the three of us. As she ordered, her friend suddenly became very talkative and next thing I knew I was handed a shot and down the hatch it went.” 
 
    “She was—” Tony began, but this time Pierce cut him off. 
 
    “Yes. The friend was a distraction so that she could put something in my drink. I think we all got that,” he snapped, irritated even further as Ana’s eyes narrowed on him disapproving of his tone and response. 
 
    He speared his fingers through his hair again. “After that is when things start to get fuzzy – and not from too much alcohol, because I know what that feels like. I remember their smiling faces just before the questions started again. I remember walking down the street with one of them on each arm, steadying me.” He closed his eyes, his forehead furrowing as he tried to remember details that were so foggy he wasn’t sure if they even happened or if he’d imagined them. “I remember walking into my apartment, seeing the Monet right where I left it in the middle of the room. I remember the blonde one kissing me and pulling me towards the bed. I don’t remember seeing the friend again.” He opened his eyes again. “And then I remember waking up in bed the following morning, my head pounding, opening my eyes to see the painting – and the women – gone.” 
 
    “Are you sure you were drugged and not just really drunk, Pierce?” Ana asked. 
 
    “I’m fucking positive. Plus, what does it matter?” 
 
    “Because if you were drugged, that means they had some sort of drugs on them and since it seems like they weren’t stalking you and didn’t know you had this painting, they had the drugs for another reason – another reason that could lead us to their identities or location,” she explained curtly. “How can you be sure? You don’t remember seeing them put anything in your drink?” 
 
    Fuck. He knew he’d been drugged, why couldn’t she just leave it at that? Why did she always have to interrogate him? 
 
    “I’m. Sure.” He growled, only she didn’t back down. Instead, she crossed her arms over her chest, her small curves accentuated since she was wearing clothing that actually seemed to fit; a shot of desire sliced through him. He leaned against the wall, crossing one leg over the other in an attempt to conceal his physical response to the sight. 
 
    God, she was beautiful even when she was about to scold him. 
 
    “I heard you the first time, but that answer isn’t good enough. I need to know how that is possible?” She stared him down. Everyone else looked back and forth between the two of them – at the silent battle that was waging. “Sorry, Mr. Lane,” he hated when she patronized him, “but we can’t go off of just your pride talking.” 
 
    If he didn’t answer, it was only going to get worse. 
 
    Plastering his dark smile onto his face, he let all tension and all emotion drain from his shoulders as he replied as nonchalantly as possible, “Because, I wouldn’t have slept in the bed otherwise.” He smirked at her, daring her to question why. And he saw the storm in her eyes, wanting to know, but knowing that she had no reason to ask. 
 
    “Jesus…” Morgan grumbled from by the fireplace, his hand coming up to cover his eyes for a moment.  
 
    Whatever. She’d asked. 
 
    The way he’d said it, Pierce had tried to imply that it was because of inventive sex positions that he wouldn’t have ended up on the mattress. Which wasn’t completely a lie. 
 
    The truth was that he’d either have to be drugged or dead for someone to get him into a bed. And those two things were the last memories he had of being in one.  
 
    Pierce hadn’t slept in a bed since the day after his twelfth birthday. And he certainly hadn’t fucked in one, either. No, he stayed as far away from them as possible. Instead, restricting his sexual activities to more adventuresome locations – at least, that’s the impression that he gave to his partners. 
 
    Here though, it was only because Ana had secured their housing that he’d ended up with an actual bed. Thank God for the couch in the sitting room otherwise he would have been sleeping on the floor. 
 
    “Is that a satisfying enough answer for you, Your Majesty?” he asked sarcastically, daring her to say no. 
 
    She glared at him for the use of that nickname. “For now,” she finally acquiesced, backing down even though she still held his dark gaze. 
 
    He might have fooled the rest of them with his salacious insinuation, but he hadn’t fooled her; Pierce had a feeling that his admission was going to come back to bite him later. 
 
    Finally, her eyes moved to her favorite colleague as she began to discuss with him all of the implications of what this theory could mean. Pierce crossed his arms over his chest, brooding darkly in silence. He listened to the caramel smoothness of her voice that had the slightest hint of a British accent. Even though she and Morgan had been born and raised in the U.S., living in Great Britain for the past few years had rubbed off a little on her; the slight lift and lilt to her words again gave her tone an enigmatic effect. 
 
    But maybe he was the only one who heard it. Maybe he was the only one who noticed any of these little things about her. 
 
    He was always this perceptive – or that’s what he tried to tell himself. 
 
    “Up until now we’ve only been searching for art thieves – even minor ones. But now, I’m thinking that our focus should change.” Her gaze flicked to him. “As an artist, I’m sure you can tell when someone knows something about art. Correct me if I’m wrong, but from your recounting of the evening, it didn’t seem like either of them knew much about the painting or its worth or the fact that you even had it until you told them.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “So, I doubt they were stealing the painting for that reason. They also had drugs on them before they met you, something strong enough to knock you out. Did they seem like they were users?” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not,” Pierce answered, cursing himself for the quickness of his response and praying that she didn’t ask him again how he could be sure. 
 
    He knew what a woman who was a regular drug user looked like; he’d looked at one every day for the first twelve years of his life. 
 
    “If they were involved with drugs, it was probably as low-level distributors. Most times, drug cartels or suppliers will use attractive woman to lure potential customers onto a drug to get them hooked; that doesn’t work too well if the women are too high or too physically ‘used’.” 
 
    At the first mention of drugs, he couldn’t help the image of Tash from a few weeks ago that flashed through his mind – bruised and beaten within an inch of her life by Julian Sanchez, a notorious drug lord – and the accompanying and exacerbating burn of rage for all those involved in that trade.  
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” she agreed. Thankfully, she didn’t question how or why he knew any of what he’d just said. “I’m thinking we’re dealing with two women who were there to sell drugs. They saw you, realized that you were rich and an easy target—” His lips thinned at the weight behind her words. “—but then when they heard about the painting, decided to go for the bigger score.” 
 
    “That’s a big jump, Ana.” Morgan jumped into the conversation. “From being a minor seller to becoming an art thief in one night; that’s a huge risk. I mean, I know Pierce’s desire may have made him easy to manipulate, but that’s still a huge risk to take especially without a solid plan.” 
 
    “Hey, thanks for that, dick,” Pierce shot back. Morgan just shrugged his shoulders and smirked as if to say, ‘the truth hurts’. 
 
    “I agree. There had to have been something else motivating them; it obviously wasn’t the artwork, which means it had to be the money – whether they owed someone, maybe their supplier, or wanted to use it to buy more stock or to get away.” Ana nodded towards her brother. 
 
    “And you don’t remember seeing any drugs on them or hearing them talk about —” Tony started to ask him. 
 
    “No,” he snapped, causing the man’s eyes to narrow on him. He was poking a bear, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. “I don’t remember anything else, so until we find one of them, we aren’t going to know.” 
 
    Before Tony could respond, Ana reached down and put her hand on his shoulder to stop him from firing back; Pierce felt his body throb with anger. 
 
    She shouldn’t be touching him; he recoiled at the thought. Why should he care who she touched? 
 
    “Thank you, Tony.” She gave him a small smile and Pierce bit into his cheek before he did something that he would later regret. “Ok, what I want you two—” She looked from Tony to Gino. “—to do is reach out to our contacts. See if they’ve heard anything about the painting, the seller, times, places… anything. Especially now that we believe that there may be a drug connection… I doubt you’ll be able to find anything out about that night, but it doesn’t hurt to try.” 
 
    They both nodded to her, agreeing to her orders. 
 
    “In the meantime, Morgan, I’m going to work with you to come up with a cover story. I think our best bet at finding either the woman or the painting is going to be to pose as a potential buyer. So, if… when we find out where she is going to try to sell it, we can be ready.” 
 
    He cleared his throat, his unwelcome thoughts becoming even darker as he realized that he played no part in her plan – like a goddamn child, she was keeping him on the sidelines. “Right, well, I have some people that I can get in touch—” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” Ana interrupted him. “This is my investigation – my team. You are not doing anything of the sort. You are the one person that this woman definitely knows. I can’t take the risk that seeing you or hearing that you are here will tip her off.” 
 
    “Fuck that. I didn’t come three thousand miles to give my statement and then sit at home while you clean up my mess.” He glared at her. “It’s my painting.” 
 
    “Technically, it’s not. You are just the one who lost it,” she retorted. 
 
    “I know I’m the one who lost it,” he growled. “I am also the one who has the contacts to find it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Then why haven’t you found it in four years?” She placed a finger over her lip, letting her purposeful pause hang in the air to emphasize that he didn’t have any answer, let alone a good one.  
 
    “Just because I haven’t found it yet, doesn’t mean I don’t know people – people who she will try to sell it to, people who will want to buy it.” He pressed on, watching as her lips pursed in frustration. “There is more to what happened that night – and after it. Because if they wanted the money, they why wait until now to try to sell it? Something else is going on – something that has kept them underground for the past four years. But now that they are trying to move it, I think my attempts to find them will be met with different results.” 
 
    He’d been trying not to lose his temper, but her perpetual calmness in the face of his rising irritation was about to disintegrate any restraint he had left. 
 
    And then those plump, pink lips of hers taunted him again. “I have to disagree,” she returned bluntly. “I appreciate your assistance.” Her tone suggested otherwise. “But this is what I’m good at, Mr. Lane.” 
 
    At this point, Pierce was fuming. 
 
    He wanted to punch something.  
 
    No - what he really wanted was to take that smart mouth of hers and show her exactly what he was good at. 
 
    He should have goddamn known this was how it was going to go. Every minor interaction that they’d had over the past few weeks should have told him that Her Majesty was intent on calling all of the shots, regardless of who or what he knew that could help.  
 
    “Pierce,” Morgan interjected just as Pierce was ready to let loose. His voice became the thin veil of calm trying to bring down the tension in the room. “This is her job – their job; catching thieves is what they do. Can you just follow Ana’s lead without being a pain in the ass?” 
 
    His eyes never left Ana’s even as her brother spoke. Was that annoyance that he saw in her eyes as Morgan tried to stand up for her? She didn’t respond to Morgan though; she couldn’t. She and Pierce were locked in a silent battle, continually poking back and forth at each other to see who finally caved. No matter what had happened between them this morning, here… now… with all eyes on him, Pierce knew he wasn’t winning this one. 
 
    “Fine,” he snapped. 
 
    The heavy front door closing loudly drew all their gazes to the entrance to the room as Tash limped by wearing jeans, one leg rolled up to accommodate the air cast that she needed to wear, and a London t-shirt that she’d picked up in the airport and holding a bag of groceries. She stopped in her tracks when she realized the slew of people staring at her and pulled her ear buds out of her ears. 
 
    “Oh.” She glanced around. “Hi.” Her gaze narrowed slightly on Tony and Gino since they were the two who were unfamiliar to her. 
 
    “Miss Natasha,” Pierce said warmly, a seductive smile spreading over his face seeing the petite blonde. He walked over to her and made a show of kissing her on the cheek, turning triumphantly to see that his show of affection had broken Ana’s controlling mask. “These men work with Ana,” he semi-whispered into her ear, out of the corner of his eye seeing Ana’s eyes drop to the floor. “Tony, Gino – this is our lovely guest, Natasha.” 
 
    The men murmured greetings and Tash did the same. Pierce had his arm wrapped around her shoulder, holding her to his side. 
 
     “Is there anything else I can do – any other information that you need from me, Your Highness?” His tone suddenly light, as though he no longer cared about anything in the conversation. 
 
    “Not right now, thank you.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” He gave her a smile that dripped with his displeasure. “Well, in that case, I think I’ll go make myself a drink.” Turning to Tash, he said, “Why don’t you let me carry that for you, darling?” 
 
    To her credit, Tash just rolled her eyes, but took advantage of the help, handing him the bag of food. He kept one arm around her, shooting Ana one more look before walking off with the voluptuous blonde.  
 
    She had no control over him, no matter what she thought; and it looked like he was going to have to teach her that the hard way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Ana sighed, a huge weight lifting off of her shoulders as Pierce and his aptly piercing stare left the room. Those dark eyes of his tested every last fiber of fortitude that she had to keep him in his place – a place that was as far away from her as possible. She’d felt guilty for purposefully and selfishly trying to keep him from actively being involved in their mission. Yes, he was reckless and a risk to the operation, but more than that, he was a risk to her. She should at least apologize to him later, but she wouldn’t change her mind. It was too dangerous. 
 
    She knew his type – the bad and broken ones; they’d always been the ones that she was attracted to. Case in point – Tony, who was the most genuine and most gentlemanly man she’d ever met, didn’t make her feel a hundredth of what she felt when she was around Pierce. From the moment that she’d met him, her body responded in a way that she’d never experienced before. And that was why she’d done her damnedest to stay away from him these past four weeks. And it was why she’d shut him out from their investigation.               
 
    She couldn’t control him… and more than that, she couldn’t control her desire for him. 
 
    When she’d agreed to help and work with Morgan with the missing Monet, she hadn’t realized that Pierce was part of the bargain; she hadn’t realized that he was the one it had been stolen from. Morgan, her younger-by-seven-minutes little shit of a brother had managed to leave that small detail out when he’d told her what had happened. After her first encounter with Pierce, she had a feeling that her brother had omitted it on purpose. 
 
    Instead, she had to find out the day that Pierce brought Natasha over to her brother’s apartment for safe-keeping until they left for London. At least Morgan had warned her about Tash coming to stay with them. She’d had about an hour to mentally prepare herself; although, seeing the bruised and broken woman had still caused an influx of painful memories that she would have rather left buried. 
 
    At least all of Tash’s injuries would heal without any physical scars. 
 
    She hadn’t been that lucky. 
 
    No, Shane had made sure that the memory of him would stay with her forever. He’d made sure that she was visibly damaged goods so that no one would ever want her again – especially Pierce, with the way he went through beautiful bombshells like it was his job. 
 
    She was broken. Acknowledging her desire for him would only make vulnerable the one part of her that Shane had left intact – her heart. 
 
    And that was only the millionth and one reason why she couldn’t encourage the magnetic attraction that pulled every time she and Pierce were near each other. 
 
    Even though her dear brother had failed to mention that it was Pierce who would be accompanying them, he hadn’t failed to give her a lecture about him the day before they left.  
 
    ‘Pierce is an ass. Pierce is a player. Pierce likes to play games. Pierce is the devil in the dark suit only looking for one thing from women, so don’t get any ideas; don’t read anything into what he says or does because it’s all just a show.’ Oh, and most importantly, ‘He may look nice in a dark suit, but Pierce doesn’t have a heart. I’m not saying you will, especially after how you two met, but I have to say it anyway… don’t expect him to feel anything for you or anyone else.’ 
 
    If she hadn’t already met the man, she would have scolded her little brother for the almost cruelty of his words. However, she had met Pierce which meant she knew that none of what Morgan said was anything that Pierce wouldn’t willingly admit to himself. 
 
    They’d been so close when they were younger, even though she had to admit that the whole ‘twin mind reading’ thing was a sham – at least between a boy and a girl. Still, they’d been best friends. 
 
    Morgan and Morgana. 
 
    Their parents thought they were so clever with their matching names, but she’d gone by ‘Ana’ for as long as she could remember. 
 
    Morgan had always taken it upon himself to look after her, but once they’d both started college, all of that had changed; once she’d met Shane, all of that had disappeared. 
 
    Morgan moved to the east coast after high school and she had stayed in Seattle with their family, choosing a local college instead. It was at college that she’d met Shane. He’d been a ladies’ man, but when they first starting dating, he’d seemed reformed. Then, he’d met her parents. Shane planned on going to law school and her father owned the largest law firm in the city; everything seemed like it was meant to be. Her parents loved him and his loved her. She embraced the vision of where her life was heading – married to Shane as he became an associate at her dad’s firm, eventually to take it over when her dad retired.  
 
    All that started to change when she’d introduced him to Morgan; the changes had been subtle when compared to the big picture, which is why she had ignored them - for which she paid the price.  
 
    She could still remember that first Thanksgiving when her brother had met Shane; Morgan hadn’t been home in three years. At first, the two of them hit it off – same age, same interests, etc. He and Shane decided to go out that night – Thanksgiving eve – and grab some drinks; Ana had chosen to stay home and help her mom prepare for dinner the following day, thinking it would be a good opportunity for Morgan and Shane to get to know each other. She and Shane had been dating for almost two years, it was about time that her twin brother became close with the man it seemed like she was going to marry.               
 
    How blind she had been. 
 
    To this day Morgan wouldn’t tell her what had happened. But something had gone down at the bar that night, both men stormed back into the house fuming. Shane had a black eye and Morgan’s fist was bloodied; there was only one logical conclusion. Their mother, Linda, had been in shock that her son had hit another man; their father, James, had been furious – ‘assaulting a guest in our home.’ 
 
    She hadn’t even gotten a chance to talk to Morgan before he’d packed his bags and stormed out of the house, missing Thanksgiving altogether for the next three years, barely on speaking terms with her and her parents. 
 
    Finally, the Christmas after they’d turned twenty-seven, their mother convinced Morgan to come home for the holiday. And it was a good thing that he had. 
 
    Before those few years when she and her brother weren’t speaking, Morgan had always envisioned himself as her protector and now, he’d resumed that role. She loved him and how much he cared about her, so she let him have that moment to ‘warn’ her about Pierce; she sat quietly and patiently listening to her twin and enjoyed his protectiveness that had been missing from her life. 
 
    However, while he had saved her from Shane, the fact was that she could protect herself now. She wasn’t the same person that she’d been four years ago. And so, when he’d jumped into the current conversation, telling Pierce to stand down instead of letting her handle him, she’d been annoyed. Maybe if it had been with someone else, she wouldn’t have minded as much. But with Pierce, the last thing she wanted to do was look like she needed saving… and that meant she and her brother would have to have a little chat later about who was in charge. 
 
    Ana had chosen her new career specifically because it had come with field training and self-defense. It gave her the confidence that she was no longer weak and it also kept her busy and traveling all over the world; it also made it blessedly difficult to get involved with anyone. 
 
    Until Tony had been assigned to her team a few months ago. He’d been persistently trying to take their friendship to the next level. It wasn’t that he wasn’t gorgeous or sweet or courteous, but she just wasn’t looking for a relationship. So, she’d decided to follow up on a long-shot lead that had taken her to New York where she thought she would be safe from his attraction to her; instead, she’d flown right into the lion’s den. Sure, she’d escaped Tony’s benign attempts to woo her, only to let herself walk right into Pierce’s sights. 
 
    The night she’d met him, his appearance had stunned her. Tall, dark, and handsome was an understatement in every aspect. He was a prime specimen of male, hard and wide in all the right places, filling out the black suit he’d been wearing. His hair was black as night and his eyes were even darker – black holes that would suck her into a completely different universe if she stared for too long. But when she thought of him as dark, it wasn’t because of his appearance, it was because of his attitude.  
 
    The man didn’t seem to care about anything.  
 
    The way he’d eyed her up and down followed by how he greeted her made it immediately clear that he didn’t care what anyone thought of him.  
 
    A few more moments in his presence told her that he did care about certain things – certain things that were almost hidden from the world. Like her, he’d absentmindedly adjusted the high collar of his shirt as Morgan yelled at him for how he had greeted her. “Aren’t you fucking hot?” had been the first words he’d spoken to her. She’d ignored her brother, instead focusing on how Pierce’s subconscious movement revealed that he had a scar – a nasty looking one – that snaked up the side of his neck and peeked out of his collar that managed to conceal almost all of it.  
 
    She’d only noticed the movement because she found herself constantly doing the same thing with every shirt, sweater, and jacket that she wore. Always pulling it tighter and adjusting the fabric even though there was no way any part of her shoulder was showing. 
 
    Every time after that her mind took note how he always wore something with a collar; even when he went out for a run he covered his tee with a black track jacket zipped up almost all the way – at least while he was in the house.  
 
    One morning, he’d come back early from a run before anyone else was awake, storming through the door as she’d been in the hallway. The jacket had only been half-closed, but as soon as he noticed her, he instinctively zippered it all the way to the top even though he was sweating from exertion. He’d scowled and was about to storm past her until she’d scolded him for not taking off his wet shoes first. 
 
    The scowl had only deepened. 
 
    It was the last time she walked through the main foyer that early in the morning. 
 
    Every time she’d seen him, his scar was covered. Until this morning. 
 
    This morning when she’d run into him in the kitchen before dawn, he’d been wearing nothing but his pair of sweats. The sight had plagued her all day – the scar that covered what seemed like half of his body; it was as though someone had tried to filet him. Whatever had happened had been serious and it was probably a miracle that he was still alive. Then again, she wasn’t sure miracles were bestowed upon devils.  
 
    The investigator in her pondered plausible scenarios all day and was dying to know what had happened; the woman in her though only envisioned herself kissing every hard and smooth inch of his chest in an attempt to heal the injury. 
 
    Goosebumps multiplied over her skin at the memory. 
 
    He’d been so all-encompassing as he gripped her to him – so strong, so male.               The Earthy, masculine scent of him had liquid pooling instantly between her thighs. Thankfully, crashing into his hardness had spilled water all down her front, making it easier to try to ignore her body’s instinctive desire for him. 
 
    He was everything that she shouldn’t want. 
 
    He’d been a danger to her the second that she’d seen him, the way her body hummed in response to his like a wire containing a pulsing electric current; the closer he got to her, the stronger the pulsating had gotten, ready to spark. Morgan’s warning echoed in her mind, making her even more aware of every dark and heated stare that he sent her, every shock to her system if his skin happened to brush against hers; if this is what happened with every woman he came into contact with, it was no wonder that they all jumped at the chance to sleep with him. She could only imagine what it would be like to find pleasure with this man; and she did imagine it – that was the only pleasure she would allow herself. And then this morning happened, her body lighting up like a Christmas tree when he had held her to him, as he pulled her closer, enticing her to let him keep her warm. 
 
    The fire alarms inside of her head had started blaring.  
 
    So, she responded in the completely opposite fashion. She didn’t have a choice; she had to keep pushing him away otherwise she was courting danger and heartbreak, just like all the other women that he paraded into the house each night. Even that thought made her chest tighten. 
 
    She wasn’t jealous. She wasn’t. And while she tried her hardest to believe that, it still stung every night that he came back to the house with a different woman on his arm and a dark smirk on his face. It still stung every time he flirted with Tash in front of her – like he was doing right now. She tried to avoid seeing him, but fate wasn’t that favorable and invariably, no matter how much she switched up her evening routine, Ana managed to catch a glimpse of them as they made their way through the house. Maybe she should have found them separate places to live, but on such short notice, it was practically impossible. 
 
    So, she was stuck with the dark, dangerous, desirable devil. She was stuck dealing with Pierce’s provoking presence. She was stuck trying to ignore all of his attempts to unnerve her. And she was stuck trying to reign in her attraction to him.  
 
    She hated being stuck. 
 
    So, she used that irritation as fuel. She was cold – bordering on rude – to him and tried to admonish him whenever she could; and it worked. He wasn’t used to being rebuked. He wasn’t used to not being wanted and she could see his frustration and anger every time he looked at her, clouding over any thoughts that he may or may not have. 
 
    It was easier to deal with an asshole than to deal with any attraction. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but what the hell was that about?” Tash asked him saucily as they made it back into the kitchen, far enough away that the rest of the group couldn’t hear her question. 
 
    His jaw tightened. Sometimes, he appreciated the petite blonde’s bluntness. Sometimes, he didn’t. 
 
    “Can’t a gentleman want to help an injured woman? Chivalry isn’t dead.” He smirked at her as she opened the fridge, pausing to raise her eyebrows at him. 
 
    “Pierce,” she began. “Thank you for your chivalrous assistance, but seriously, why all the flirting lately?” 
 
    He turned to lean back against the kitchen island as she unloaded her bag of produce into the fridge. 
 
    Even though they’d slept together the night that Sloane and Cyn had met, there had been no inclination on either side to repeat the event. For Tash, he attributed it partially to the fact that she’d been pretty badly abused by Sanchez; the air cast around her ankle the last remnant of that ordeal. But even after the bruises had healed, her attentions seemed to be elsewhere; she always seemed to have something or someone on her mind. It could have just been her predicament, but his perceptive skills told him it was more than that. 
 
    Not that he was complaining. Most times, he had no desire to sleep with the same woman again after one night – not that Tash wasn’t a pretty girl, but more than one night led to more than one desire; and that turned him off. 
 
    But, because of their prior intimacy and their current proximity, they found an unusual bond of friendship between them – comprised mostly of smartass comments and their mutual love of vodka. 
 
    “She fucking gets under my skin,” he grumbled, half-hoping that she wouldn’t hear him. 
 
    “Sucks to be on the receiving end of that, I’m assuming.” She chuckled and he glared at her. “Sorry, couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    “Well, try.” 
 
    “Why are you letting her get under your skin?” she asked, limping over to him. “From what I know about you, you rarely let anyone get under your skin unless they are instigating some sort of competition – something where you feel the need to win.” 
 
    “Did you hear anything when you came in?” On the plane ride over, Pierce had filled her in – more or less – on who and what the Gentlemen’s Guild was and why some of them were going to London. 
 
    The Guild was supposed to be like fucking Fight Club. There was only one rule – and everyone kept fucking breaking it. So he figured he might as well bring her into the loop. 
 
    What was his other option? Have the poor girl live with them for months and not tell her what was going on? 
 
    Stupid fucking idea. 
 
    “Nope. I didn’t even realize you were having a meeting or whatever that was.” 
 
    “Yeah. Ana’s team got here yesterday. Today was supposed to be a debrief meeting although it seemed like it was more of an interrogation.” 
 
    “Well, you are the only one who is really involved. They need to ask the questions.” 
 
    “Whose side are you on exactly?” Pierce retorted. 
 
    “Whoever is the most rational. And right now, they are.” She shrugged her shoulders. “So, why don’t you tell me why you are all pissed off?” 
 
    “Because.” He sighed. “I’m the one who lost the damn thing. I’m the one who’s been looking for it and now she wants to cut me out of the operation. I’m the one with contacts here and she just wants me to wait it out like I’m a fucking child who doesn’t know how to handle myself.” 
 
    “I mean, it still sounds reasonable to me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because that’s not why you’re really upset.” 
 
    “Oh? And how do you figure that?” He crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Because you wouldn’t be blatantly flirting with me in front of her if that was the real problem. I think the real problem is that you want her and she doesn’t fall for you like every other woman and fall for whatever you want them to do. And that is your problem.” 
 
    What the hell. His eyes darkened in irritation, moving to tower in front of Tash. 
 
    “You can glare at me all you want, but maybe if you just admitted that you want her then you could set that aside to focus on what is actually the best way to get the painting back. Not just what you think is the best way for you to handle it on your own.” 
 
    “I don’t want her,” he growled.  
 
    “Tash,” Morgan interrupted from behind them. His gaze narrowed at Pierce, wondering who he’d been referring to – wondering if he’d been referring to his sister. Their stares clashed for a second before Morgan focused on Tash, subsequently ignoring Pierce. “Sloane is on the phone for you. He has a few more questions about… ahh… what happened.” 
 
    Sloane and Tristan, along with a few unnamed sources, had been hard at work trying to find something on Sanchez to bring him down. Sloane had been calling once or twice a week to check on Tash but also to ask her questions about what she knew about Sanchez. He always called Morgan’s phone just as a precaution.  
 
    Pierce wasn’t sure that Tash had given them much that was useful, based on what she told him, but she had been with Sanchez several times over the past two years so the more leads that they found, the more questions that they had. 
 
    He watched her take the phone from Morgan – the man glaring at him one more time before walking back to the other room where he was welcome to participate in the hunt. 
 
    He listened to Tash talk for a few seconds, wondering who was really pulling the strings on the other end of the line. Based on her answers, Pierce could infer what was being asked, and those questions weren’t something that Sloane would come up with on his own; he wasn’t a detective. No, they were working with someone. And if he wasn’t so pre-occupied with his royal pain in the ass, it might be something worth wondering about. 
 
    His thoughts now drawn back to Ana, his entire body tightened with a frustrating blend of anger and arousal. He looked at Tash. 
 
    He needed to get out of here. 
 
    He wasn’t going to wait for her to finish her phone call and return to making him think about truths that he’d rather not admit to. 
 
    No. He had a better fucking plan. Actually, he had several better fucking plans, but since Queen Ana decided that his plans were not worthy of the group’s consideration, it looked like he was on his own to pursue them. And that was more than fine with him. 
 
    First thing’s first – he needed to take care of the goddamn erection that he’d had for the past four weeks. Which mean he was heading to the nearest bar to get the largest glass of vodka on the rocks. And then, under the blurry bliss of alcohol, he would find himself a gorgeous blonde to bring home for the night – one that he could fuck and drunkenly convince himself that she was the woman that he wanted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Before she’d finished cementing the details with Morgan and her guys, Pierce stalked out of the house not even bothering to look into the room as he passed and slammed the front door behind him. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    She’d wanted to apologize. She’d been overwhelmed and determined to assert herself – to prove, mostly to herself, that she could stand strong against him after this morning when her attraction had almost gotten the best of her. And in that process, she’d been ruder than she’d wanted. She should have had the decency to at least hear out his ideas even if she ultimately came to the same decision. 
 
    And that was why she was currently sitting on her bed, trying to read a Nicholas Sparks novel on her iPad while she waited for him to get home. She’d waited downstairs, walking around aimlessly, until it got to the point that if her brother or Tash came down, she had no good reason to give them for what she was doing; she wasn’t about to admit to either of them that she felt compelled to apologize. They would read more into it.  
 
    They might be right. 
 
    She sighed in frustration. It was a big house, there was a good chance that she wouldn’t hear him come in, but she wasn’t about to sit outside of his room and wait. So, she told herself that she would wait until midnight and then go up and knock on his door; he had to be back by then. 
 
    Focus on your book. 
 
    She tapped to turn the page, of course bringing her to a steamy scene between the two main characters. She clicked off the screen, her head falling back against the headboard as her eyes shut. 
 
    She couldn’t read that right now, not when she was about to go see him; it would put the wrong train of thought into her head. 
 
    She heard a thump coming from the floor above her. It could be Morgan, but she didn’t need any further excuse to move up her timetable and go check for Pierce. Sliding out from underneath the comforter, she quickly glanced at herself in the mirror: her long blonde hair French braided down her back and her flannel, blue-plaid, button-up pajamas comfortably covering everything that she needed to stay covered. She padded over to her door and slipped out, taking the smaller staircase up to the third floor.  
 
    Thankfully, Morgan’s suite was at the opposite end of the hall and house. Even so, she still glanced over her shoulder every other step to make sure he hadn’t come out of his room. He would not be pleased about her confronting Pierce this late at night. Nighttime… darkness… it favored his personality and his preferences. 
 
    She took a deep breath, stopping in front of his door. She raised her hand and knocked before her rational self could think the better of it. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Her heart was beating out of her chest, her breathing shallow. Maybe she’d been wrong. Maybe the noise had been Morgan and Pierce still wasn’t home. She gnawed on her lip, glancing down the hallway again. 
 
    This was a bad idea; she should just do this in the morning. 
 
    As soon as she turned to go back down to her room, the door opened and Pierce’s musky scent tainted with the smell of alcohol overwhelmed her senses. 
 
    “Well, well, well. If it isn’t Her Royal Highness in the flesh.” His deep, rich voice slid up her spine. 
 
    She swallowed over the lump in her throat, put her game-face on, and turned her face up to his. 
 
    Her breath caught. Those eyes… so dark; the same color as the black pit of his soul. His hair was disheveled, his shirt half-unbuttoned revealing only a hint of his scar, and his dark eyes brewed dangerously. Warmth spread between her thighs. God, he was so hot – like James Bond, if double-oh-seven had been the bad guy. Especially when he looked at her like that – like he’d take her up against the wall if she’d only ask. 
 
    Focus on your task. Just apologize and get out. 
 
    “Pierce.” She wanted it to come out curtly; instead, her desire betrayed her as his name slipped hoarsely from her lips, sounding more like a plea for pleasure than the beginnings of business. His eyes greedily scanned her body as his name left her lips, arousing every cell that it passed over. “I wanted to speak with you about earlier.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows at her, lazily leaning against the doorframe; he was definitely intoxicated. Ana bit her lip and his mouth immediately curled as a growl escaped him. 
 
    There was a soft noise from down the hall and both their heads turned towards it immediately. 
 
    “I… umm… do you mind if I come in just for a moment?” Bad idea. Bad, bad, bad idea. She regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth, but the noise had her worried that Morgan was going to come out any minute and his protectiveness would only add to her problems right now. 
 
    The slow smile that spread across his face should have sent her running. 
 
    Instead, she followed the lion into his den. 
 
    Ana jumped slightly as she heard the door close behind her. 
 
    “Why did you say you are here again?” he rasped into her ear, sending shivers flying up her spine as he stood at her back. 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about earlier.” Her breath caught as he rounded on her, standing much too far into her personal space. She stepped back, and like this morning, he followed. “I wanted to apologize,” she blurted out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her words took him by surprise. He’d been expecting a lot of things – to be scolded, reprimanded, or insulted in some way – but not an apology. For a second, it dulled his raging desire; the alcohol obscuring every emotion. 
 
    He shouldn’t have let her in here. He should have closed the goddamn door as soon as he realized it was she knocking; he’d thought it was Morgan. 
 
    Instead, he’d opened the door to find his seductive sovereign standing outside of it. Her luscious blonde hair loosely restrained in a braid only served to make his hand itch with the need to undo it and run his fingers through its silky softness; he’d crossed his arms to contain them. 
 
    She’d been wearing fucking flannel for crying out loud and yet, she might as well have been wearing a lace negligee for how hard the sight of her made him. Her pajamas literally covered every inch of her and he wanted nothing more than to rip them off. 
 
    And then she’d bit her fucking lip. 
 
    He hadn’t orgasmed in four weeks and in that second, he swore he could have come, thinking about taking that soft, sweet flesh in between his own teeth. He couldn’t control his growl any more than he could control his desire. 
 
    And then she’d asked to come inside his room. 
 
    Assuming she made it out of here unscathed, Morgan should give him a goddamn medal of sainthood, that’s all he had to say because resisting the man’s sister just might be the death of him. 
 
    “And what might you be apologizing for?” He pressed, stepping towards her again, drawn to her subtle rose scent. She stepped back again in turn, but this time the wall came to her back, leaving her nowhere else to go. 
 
    His black stare pierced through her, seeing the rapid beating of her heart, the tiny pulsing in her neck of the blood pumping furiously through her system, the shallow parting of her full lips to allow breath to escape her. 
 
    She gave a small shake of her head as though forcing down her own desire. Raising a determined stare to his, she crossed her arms over her ample chest; the movement pushing her breasts up against the fabric. And even though it was flannel, it wasn’t thick enough to conceal the hardness of her nipples. 
 
    His hand came up to rest on the wall on the side of her head as pain seared through him. 
 
    If he had a soul, he’d gladly trade it to see those beautiful mounds, to take one in his mouth and feast on it for hours. 
 
    “I wanted to apologize for earlier – for not letting you voice your suggestions before shutting you down.” Her big, hazel eyes stared up at him. “So, I’m sorry.” 
 
    He heard her, but he wanted her too much to be able to think about anything else, and he was too drunk to be able to deny it. 
 
    His head bent down, enjoying as she sucked in a breath but didn’t pull back or try to move away.  
 
    “So, does that mean you are going to take my advice?” he said softly, his words caressing her cheeks. 
 
    Her eyes darted to meet the burning black coals of his. “No. Just that it was rude of me to cut you off; it’s still my investigation.” 
 
    His head tipped back and he laughed. Of course, Her Majesty wasn’t going to change her mind; she was just here to ease her conscience. She was here to make sure that he didn’t do something rash. 
 
    “And what if my ideas are good ones?” His right hand came up and he trailed a finger down the side of her cheek. As he traced along the softness of her golden skin, it was like he could see his darkness tainting her light; but he couldn’t stop. Even the smallest touch of her subdued the storm inside of him.  
 
     “I’ll be the judge of that,” she murmured, locked onto his stare. 
 
    He brushed his thumb over her perfect, pink lower lip. What he wouldn’t give to see it suck on him.  
 
    “I’m sure you will,” he replied hoarsely, his brain murky with alcohol and arousal. All he could focus on was that soft, supple skin underneath his finger. 
 
    “So, tell me… what do you want to do, Pierce?” she asked in an attempt to focus him, but instead, the breathlessness of her query only made his dark ache for her ever worse. “What is your idea?” 
 
    To taste every innocent inch of you. But, she was referring to the painting. 
 
    “There is only one thing I want to do right now… one idea in my mind…” he rasped, his eyes burning like hot coals as he bent his head down close to her ear to whisper, “And it is a very, very bad one.” 
 
    A sinful and seductive smile spread onto his face just before he kissed the sweet juncture where her ear met her cheek. Pierce let out a groan as he heard Ana gasp, wondering what her face looked like… wondering if she would gasp like that for everywhere that he kissed her. 
 
    “Pierce…” She trailed off, her voice a poor version of the tone she normally used to scold him with.  
 
    So, he kissed her cheek again just slightly below the last one. This time, her gasp was accompanied with a shiver, the vibration brushing her body against his. 
 
    Her hands raised to his shirt-covered chest – the first step to pushing him away. He groaned, feeling her hands on him; his skin scorched underneath her touch, his scar burning. The touch had his arousal throbbing against the wall of his pants, begging to be next in line for her unintentional seduction. 
 
    She meant to push him away, but when her hands only remained firmly planted on him, Pierce knew that she was feeling the same thing. 
 
    They both wanted what they shouldn’t have. 
 
    “Ana,” he rasped, kissing another sweet spot along her jawline. Her name was a warning… he was going to kiss her. Her name was a plea… either to let him do it or run from him; Pierce didn’t want to admit to what the better choice was right now; he just wanted her. 
 
    “Pierce?” He heard his name, wondering why Ana sounded like she was questioning him; his intoxication made it so that it took a second to realize just where… or whom… the word had come from. 
 
    Ana, however, realized right away, her body freezing immediately against him; the voice was female, but it hadn’t come from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Ana’s head pulled back and her hands now pressed hard against his chest, pushing him away. 
 
    Pierce groaned, running a hand through his hair as he began to remember what he’d been doing before Ana had knocked on his door. 
 
    “Pierce… did you forget about—” 
 
    Pierce turned, not missing the look of shock and betrayal that was written on Ana’s face as she stared at the topless woman who emerged from the door to his sitting room. 
 
    “Oh! I didn’t realize we had company,” the blonde continued, a smile spreading over her face. Shit. “Is she going to join us?” Fuck. And then she winked at the both of them. Fucking fuck. 
 
    “No.” His tone was accompanied by a stare that shut the woman up mid-thought. 
 
    He quickly turned back to Ana, whose mouth was still ajar and whose face was bright red. 
 
    “I have to go,” she muttered, not even meeting his gaze as she turned to his door, yanking it open. 
 
    “Fuck,” he growled. “Ana…” but she was already out the door; yelling or chasing after her would only risk more problems.  
 
    His hand speared through his hair painfully. 
 
    It was better this way. 
 
    Tempting himself… and her… would only destroy them both. And that was only if Morgan didn’t have his head for it first.  
 
    “So, looks like it’s just you and me again, darling,” said the woman whose name he couldn’t even remember or if she’d even told it to him. Her shoulders shrugged, moving her generous, naked breasts with them.  
 
    Pierce felt his desire begin to seep from him like water through a sieve and his anger and frustration magnified.  
 
    He couldn’t go through this again. 
 
    Jaw clenched, he strode purposefully over to the other woman, grabbing her chin with his fingers and crushing his mouth to hers. She began to moan and respond immediately.  
 
    And it killed every last ounce of desire that he had. 
 
    So, he kissed her harder, trying to will himself to want her. But the more he fought for it, the more it eluded him. He tore his mouth from hers; he couldn’t do this. He tasted nothing… felt nothing… his entire body was no longer interested. 
 
    “Everything all right there?” she questioned. “Upset because your girlfriend couldn’t stay?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “We’re done for the night. Thank you.” 
 
    He didn’t bother to wait for a response, walking around her into the studio to grab the clothes that she’d shed earlier onto the floor. He turned to hand them to her just as she got her bearings. 
 
    “You sure about that?” She gave him her best seductive look, but compared to the fucking flannel, it did nothing for him. “Wow. Ok,” she returned, a look of contempt coming onto her face as she grabbed her clothes from his hand. Pierce walked back into the bedroom letting her get dressed in private. 
 
    Fuck. His head was pounding and as much as he wanted to feel bad about cutting the night short, the only thing eating at him was the look on Ana’s face when she heard this woman’s voice. God, he’d never forget that look. 
 
    He was such an ass. 
 
    He was just standing there, staring at the door and seeing only Ana. The irritated blonde stalked through his room without bothering to say anything to him before she opened the door and slammed it closed behind her; he winced at the noise, hoping it didn’t wake the rest of the house.  
 
    He sunk down to sit on the bed. Normally, he never even touched the bed – anywhere… for anything. Even now, his scar began to tingle, but it was nothing compared to the ache in the rest of his body. 
 
    Why the fuck had he touched her? Why had he even thought it was ok to attempt to kiss her? 
 
    Because he wanted her. Because he was an ass. 
 
    His head was pounding – the result of drinking almost half a bottle of Grey Goose by himself. And his heart was throbbing; it was the first time he’d ever felt anything from that part of his body since… well… since he’d stopped sleeping in beds. 
 
    Even though he kissed that woman, all he could taste was Ana. The pure sweetness of her skin that he had sampled was like rosewater and honey – subtly seductive just like her flannel and her demeanor. Her desire for him, though, was not so subtle. 
 
    He groaned. He should have been thrilled – no, fucking elated – that she’d touched him, that she wanted him. It was all he’d been trying to accomplish for the past four weeks – to prove to her, and himself, that she wasn’t immune to his charms. Instead, he felt tortured in more ways than one. 
 
    Yes, the barest contact between them – the softest kisses on her cheek, the feel of her hands on his chest – had aroused him beyond all measure. More than that, her half-hearted attempts to dissuade him and push him away, attempts that failed because of her own desire before they even came up against his, made him burn with the knowledge that he could have her; and, in spite of everything that she said to him and the way that she’d behaved towards him, she wanted him to have her. Head in his hands, he looked down at the bulge in the front of his pants, resigning himself to another unfulfilled night. Wanting her was pure torture. 
 
    On the other side of that, his chest throbbed remembering the hurt in those hazel eyes when she’d seen the other woman. 
 
    How could he have fucking forgotten that? 
 
    Probably the same way he seemed to forget everything around her –including the most substantial fact that she was his best friend’s sister; his impressive level of intoxication didn’t help either. Fuck. She’d been so hurt. 
 
    Anger seethed through him. Pierce stalked into the bathroom, placing his hands on either side of the sink. He stared at his reflection – his pure black hair a mess, his strong jawline accentuated by his clenched jaw muscles, and his even blacker eyes that stormed with rage at the man who’d hurt Ana. Unfortunately, he couldn’t punch himself, so he opted for the granite countertop, pounding his right hand into it several times… or more than several… until his knuckles began to bleed.  
 
    He deserved it; he was such a fucking ass. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ana heaved in deep breaths as she rested her head back against her bedroom door that she’d just closed behind her. 
 
    What had just happened? 
 
    The last few minutes replayed over in her mind. Knocking on his door… asking to come inside… She groaned. What had she been thinking? 
 
    She’d smelled the alcohol on him as soon as he opened the door and heard it as soon as he opened his mouth. Turning around and running would have been smarter; she should have saved her apology for a safer time. Instead, she’d willing walked further into his realm; she’d stood there putting on a show of denial when inside, her body screamed for more of him.  
 
    Her fingers brushed over the left side of her cheek where he’d been kissing her. Her skin still felt scarred from the heat of his touch. 
 
    She hadn’t felt that wanted in a very long time. 
 
    And when he almost kissed her… She hadn’t wanted anything or anyone like that in even longer. 
 
    Breathing normally was difficult as another wave of desire crashed over her. She pushed herself away from the door, walking aimlessly into her room. 
 
    Her thoughts were a complete jumble: Pierce. His touch. His chest. The promise of his kiss… Another woman. 
 
    She hadn’t even realized there’d been another person there. There was no evidence in his room – even the bed still looked like it was perfectly made from when they arrived. 
 
    But that couldn’t be possible, could it? 
 
    There had been no indication that she was interrupting something; Pierce had seemed to be solely focused on her and that was why the woman’s arrival was a shock – not because she was naked, but because Pierce had made her feel like she alone commanded his attention. 
 
    Her chest was tight and tears threatened to spill. 
 
    It wasn’t like before… when she’d seen Shane with another woman. No, he’d been her fiancé and she believed in fairy tales back then; walking in on him screwing someone else had been bad. Really bad. At the same time though, Pierce was nothing to her. He should be nothing to her. And up until tonight, he’d been less than nothing – or so she told herself; he’d just been something that she was trying to avoid. The fact that a player like Pierce – someone she knew better than to have any feelings for – made her body ache to be with him and her heart ache from seeing him near another woman, that is what scared her. 
 
    The magnitude of her desire, jealousy, and hurt made her heart beat faster; she shouldn’t be feeling so much for someone who felt so little. 
 
    Another twinge of pain scorched in her chest as the image of the gorgeous, topless woman popped into her head again. Her large breasts and aroused nipples could only mean that they had been in the middle of one thing when she had knocked on the door. 
 
    She was such an idiot. 
 
    Her hands came up to cover her face, wiping away the wetness from her eyes before it had the chance to fall. She felt the flush on her face that extended over most of her body from the mortification of what she witnessed. Or the mortification of knowing she’d been about to let Pierce do to her what he’d probably just been doing with the other blonde. 
 
    The other beautiful blonde. 
 
    Anger ripped through her. That was why this could never happen again.  
 
    Ana had come to terms with her appearance and what had happened to her, but that didn’t mean that she was fool enough to put herself in a position where her body would be a disappointment to someone else. 
 
    Ana walked over to the mirror to remind herself. Her inner strength was all that she had left; it was the only thing she’d been able to acceptably repair after what Shane had done.  
 
    She unbuttoned her flannel pajama top and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    She’d seen firsthand the type of woman that Pierce wanted and it looked nothing like what she saw in the mirror now.  
 
    Everyone has scars; everyone has pieces of their past that leave a lasting impression on life moving forward. Hers just happened to be carried more physically with her than most people. 
 
    Covering her entire left shoulder and down onto the top of her left arm and left breast was a giant, discolored scar; the skin a mix of eerie smoothness and puckered creases.  
 
    Yes, there were many who considered her face and figure attractive. Her hourglass shape accentuated her smaller, but plump breasts, the soft curve of her ass, and her long shapely legs. However, what lay underneath her clothes no longer matched that perception. 
 
    And that was what Shane had wanted. He’d wanted a trophy wife and when she dared to take that – and his easy access into her parent’s firm – away from him, this had been the result. 
 
    She shook her head, forcing the memory back down deep from where it came. There was no point in dwelling on the past; Shane couldn’t hurt her anymore. 
 
    Her hand raised to touch the disfigured skin. Pierce’s scar only added to his dark and dangerous persona; hers would be an unwelcome, unattractive surprise. She wasn’t ashamed; she’d moved past that point in her life a while ago. But that didn’t mean she was going to be imprudent. And being involved with Pierce had imprudence written all over it. 
 
    It was clear that she wanted him – even more than she’d been willing to admit to herself – but to continue along this path was only setting herself up for disaster in the best-case scenario or heartbreak in the worst.   
 
    Tonight, her eyes had been opened to a desire that she’d tried to deny and Ana didn’t like the new perspective. She reached for her top that lay on the floor, pulling it back over herself and walking towards her bed. In the close, confined quarters of his room, she’d lost every shred of the control and resistance that she’d prided herself on these past weeks; she’d also lost every ounce of credibility with herself. 
 
    She climbed into bed, trying to ignore the nagging thought in her mind: what if she couldn’t stay away from him? 
 
    She bit her lip, tossing the covers off of her. She was still burning, her nipples still hard from her encounter with Pierce and brushing torturously against the flannel. As she closed her eyes, his face was immediately in her mind. She shivered again, her skin acutely awaiting a pleasurable touch that was no longer coming. She squeezed her thighs together trying to ease the ache that he had created – an ache that would have to ease itself in her sleep. 
 
    Just before sleep claimed her, she wondered what it would be like to be with him, even just for one night. What if he wanted her? What if he did with her what he’d been doing with the other woman? What if he did with her all of the things that he said he didn’t need a bed for? She moaned softly, floating towards the man who tempted her to ignore all the warnings.  
 
    In her dreams, she was dancing with the devil. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Pierce groaned as his cell ringing woke him from his much-needed slumber. His head – and the hard length between his thighs – was throbbing.  
 
    “Fuck,” he swore, looking at the screen to see who he was going to murder for waking him up so early. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    It was Loury. He couldn’t remember if he’d ever known the man’s first name; he was one of those people who only needed one name. But if you wanted to buy or sell anything in this city, Loury knew just who and where to find it. Pierce hadn’t known that when he met the man, of course. If he’d known that Loury procured drugs for people, he never would have pursued the contact. However, four years ago when he had met Loury, it had been in the same pub where they met the pretty little thieves. Back then, Loury had managed the pub – and all of its extracurricular activities. Pierce didn’t care about the illegal gambling or the loan sharking that had gone on, but now, Loury was in far deeper, in far more sinister circles – circles that had information that Pierce wanted.  
 
    “Hello?” he rasped into the phone. 
 
    “Damn.” The man laughed into the phone. “It’s almost ten o’clock, guv. I thought I’d be safe calling you now.” 
 
    While a British accent can do wonders for any type of statement, at this moment, it only further aggravated his headache and rising temper. 
 
    “You should know better than to think that anything is safe with me.” His response was light yet slightly threatening at the same time. 
 
    He hadn’t seen or heard from Loury in over two years. He knew the man was much more involved in the black market and illegal sales of art, drugs, and weapons; he also knew that Loury had no allegiance to him. Just because they’d marginally passed as friends during his stint in London four years ago didn’t mean that Loury wouldn’t turn around and sell his secrets to the highest bidder.  
 
    “Quite true.” He cleared his throat. “So, what’s the emergency? Your message was very cryptic.” 
 
    “Well, you specialize in secrets, Loury. I’m only trading in your currency,” Pierce replied. “Meet me in an hour.” 
 
    “You Americans are always so demanding. I have business that I need to attend to.” He didn’t; it was all part of a power play. 
 
    “Hour and a half.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Seven Dials.” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    God, he hoped the sly bastard knew something. 
 
    He dropped his phone onto the floor next to the couch, slowly stretching out his legs that were cramped from the way he had slept. His eyes focused on his surroundings – on Ana. Or her painting. 
 
    After beating the countertop to a pulp last night, he’d painted her face – the tortured one from just before she’d run from him – and now he stared into those eyes that only radiated betrayal. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    He needed to apologize to her. And God help him if apologizing wasn’t the thing he was worst at. 
 
    He needed to apologize and then forget about everything that happened between them – and everything that he wanted to happen. 
 
    He would blame it on the alcohol; that was always a sure bet. He would tell her that he was an ass and that alcohol only exacerbated his condition. 
 
    He pushed himself up off the couch, walking into the bathroom to splash some cold water on his face. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the bloody mess on the countertop; it was the first time he’d even thought about his hand this morning. Running it under the water to wash away the dried blood, he assessed the damage. Every knuckle had been split open and since he’d been punching something so immoveable, like granite, the bright red wounds were surrounded with deep purple and black bruises. 
 
    Pierce frowned, flexing his fingers. At least, it didn’t hurt really. 
 
    He had a high tolerance for pain – both physical and emotional. 
 
    He quickly shut that door before the thoughts went any deeper. He ran his fingers through his hair, a half-assed attempt to make the dark, disheveled mess somewhat presentable. 
 
    Fuck it. It was only Loury. 
 
    Strolling through the bedroom, he stepped into the walk-in closet. 
 
    Black suit. Black shirt. Black mood. 
 
    He needed to put something in his stomach. Right now, it was revolting from the vodka. 
 
    Bagels. 
 
    He’d helped Tash unload bagels yesterday; that’s what he wanted. 
 
    Throwing open the door to his room, he stepped into the hall, stopping short as Morgan came up the steps. 
 
    “Hey, man.” Morgan’s hazel eyes narrowed on him and instantly all he could see was Ana; it was strange how those same eyes could radiate so much more than her brother’s. “You look like shit.” 
 
    “Goose. Fucked me big time,” he explained hoarsely. 
 
    “Looks like it. Although, you’re dressed awfully nice to be recovering from a hangover. Where you headed?” Morgan asked skeptically as he stopped at the top of the stairs, preventing Pierce from walking past. He was blocking the exit until he got the answer that he wanted. 
 
    Fist clenched, he tried to remain calm as he answered. “Going to meet an old friend if that’s all good with you.” He raised an eyebrow. “Not like I’m being put to much use here anyway, so figured I might as well enjoy myself while you guys do all the work.” 
 
    That accusation caused Morgan to sigh and shake his head. “Look, I know you’re not happy about her decision, but she does know what she’s doing. Not to mention, she’s right. You’re too close to this. It’s been four years and we’re closer than you’ve ever been. You don’t want to fuck that up, do you?” 
 
    No. But he wasn’t going to – if anyone cared to listen. 
 
    “Sure, whatever. I gotta run,” he said curtly, staring at Morgan to imply the rest of his statement: so move out of my way. 
 
    Morgan stepped to the side, but as Pierce walked by, he grabbed his arm. 
 
    “As your friend, I’m trying to do what’s best to help you whether you believe it or not. However, as her brother, I’m asking you to take it easy on her. She’s been through a lot and she didn’t have to take this job, so stop being an ass to someone who’s only trying to help you.”  
 
    Help him recover a painting or help him lose his mind? Whichever the answer, she seemed to be doing a damn fine job at it no matter what he did. 
 
    He said none of that though, only nodded. A sharp pain speared through his stomach that was demanding food, but before he could move further down the stairs, Morgan’s grip tightened on his arm. 
 
    “And Pierce, as her brother, I’m fucking warning you right now. If you pull any of your usual shit with her, I will murder you.” 
 
    Pierce tried not to laugh, he really did. And he was mostly successful, but he couldn’t stop the smile that broke on his face. 
 
    “You’re welcome to try,” he taunted and then stalked down the stairs, pulling his arm from Morgan’s grasp. 
 
    “Don’t fuck with me, Pierce!” Morgan yelled after him.  
 
    At that point, his laughter broke free for the final few steps into the kitchen.  
 
    He half expected to run into Ana at the bottom of the stairs again, but he entered the room safely with no one else in sight. Locating the bag of bagels, he took one out and sliced it before putting it in the toaster and turning the setting to ‘dark’. 
 
    His apology would have to wait until later – he needed to see Loury first. And hopefully, that British bastard had some decent information for him so that he could prove to Ana that he wasn’t just adept at screwing things up; that he did actually have some skills outside of the bedroom. 
 
    “Aren’t those Tash’s?” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    With one hand on the countertop, he turned to face the golden goddess who had occupied every delicious dream he’d had last night. She’d walked in through the main entrance to the kitchen, which meant that she’d just gotten home from somewhere, otherwise she would have used the stairwell that he’d just traversed.  
 
    She was wearing jeans and a long-sleeve tee. And another goddamn sweater. 
 
    But, what really bothered him was the fact that she looked perfectly rested – like what had happened between them last night had made no difference to her. Whereas, he looked – and felt – like an anvil had been dropped on him. Or just Ana.  
 
    “She won’t mind,” he replied gruffly; his eyes narrowed as she shook her head at him in disapproval. “About last night…” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she quickly interjected, “I came to apologize for being rude to you in the meeting yesterday.” 
 
    “Right, but how I treated you—” 
 
    “It’s fine. You had been drinking and in retrospect, it wasn’t the most appropriate time for me to be approaching you anyway.” She gave him a tight smile. “We are both to blame and I’d rather we just not speak of it.” 
 
    Pierce just stared at her; not only had she taken the words right out of his mouth, but she appeared as though she’d already forgotten what transpired between them. And it was pissing him off. She looked completely fine – like these things happened all the time. Like she hadn’t felt an ounce of what he had. 
 
    Had he imagined it? 
 
    It was to the point where he wondered if in his state of drunkenness, he had completely imagined her response to him. 
 
    He placed his palms flat on the countertop. “Look, I was drunk, but that was no excuse—” 
 
    “What happened to your hand?” she exclaimed. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “The granite and I got into a disagreement,” he joked tightly. “Seriously, Ana, I think I should explain—” 
 
    “Honestly, I’d rather that you didn’t. All I wanted was to tell you that I’m sorry; it was my mistake for doing it how I did,” she repeated when he didn’t respond. “However, I’ll repeat what I said last night. I’m open to hearing your suggestions, but this needs to be handled my way.” 
 
    He took a deep breath, remembering what Morgan had said. Turning, he pulled his bagel from the toaster and carried it over to the counter by the fridge, and stood just a few feet from her. 
 
    “I think that you should let me talk to some of my contacts here now that the thief has resurfaced.” He opened the door to the refrigerator in search of some cream cheese. 
 
    Her arms crossed over her chest. “I thought I made it clear why that’s not a good idea.” She walked closer to him and his body thrummed, her sweet rose-like scent hitting him like a wall. 
 
    All he could think of was wanting to find out if the rest of her skin tasted as intoxicating as it smelled. 
 
    “Apparently not clear enough.” He gave her a tight smile. 
 
    “What if you give me their names and either Tony or I will go and speak to them?” 
 
    “They don’t know either of you; they won’t trust either of you, no matter what I say.” He dropped the knife he’d been using onto the countertop in frustration. “These are not upstanding people, Ana. They are going to take one look at you and know that you are some sort of cop; you won’t get any information from them.” 
 
    “And what if you go and find out everything we could ever want to know and before we can act on it, word has already gotten back to this woman that you are looking for her? Then it will all be for nothing.” 
 
    She had a point; the problem was, what other choice did they have? 
 
    “That won’t happen,” he assured her resolutely. 
 
    “Why do you insist on fighting me about this?” her frustration starting to show in her tone. “Do you not trust us to do what is best for the objective – for you? Do you not trust Morgan?” 
 
    “No,” he said flatly, trying not to be bothered by the look of hurt that flashed in her eyes. “I trust no one to do what is best for me except myself. But, I’m sure you wouldn’t know anything about that, Princess, with your loving brother, loving parents, and perfect life.” He hated the vehemence in his tone, but he couldn’t stop it even if he tried. 
 
    No one knew what he’d been through – what he’d suffered. And no one ever would. It was why he had no feelings. Experiencing emotion meant opening a door to all the emotions he’d had to lock away for his own sanity and for his own success. And the few times he’d opened that door – to Ellie, to Pierce, to Sloane – it had cost him.  
 
    Hurt turned to anger. “You know nothing about me, Mr. Lane.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at the unexpected edge in her voice.  
 
    The lady had secrets. Interesting. 
 
    Part of him wanted to know – wanted to pry. Morgan’s words came back to him – ‘she’s been through a lot.’ His chest burned and for a split second the intense rage to kill anyone who had hurt her seared through him. And then he doused it with a practiced ease. Wanting to know implied that he cared – and he couldn’t afford that. 
 
    He trained his dark, inquisitive glare on her and then quickly wiped all serious emotion from him; the current course of the conversation could only lead into a dangerous zone. His face changed like the Greek masks from tragic to comedic in the blink of an eye, a forced smile spreading onto his face. “Of course. You do what you want, Your Highness.” 
 
    “You need to stop calling me that.” 
 
    “And why is that?” He smirked.  
 
    “Because it makes me think that you are about to do something that I won’t approve of.” 
 
    If she only knew… 
 
    “I can think of many things that I could do right now that you wouldn’t approve of.” The dark embers in his eyes flared suggestively. “Luckily for you, I’m trying to be on my best behavior.” 
 
    “I don’t think I believe that for one second.” 
 
    “How very prudent of you. But in any case, I have to get going.” He wrapped his bagel in a napkin. “If you change your mind about wanting my help, you know where to find me. Although, I wouldn’t suggest coming to my room at midnight again.” He bent his head closer to hers and whispered, “That is unless you plan on staying the night.” 
 
    A slight blush stole over her cheeks. Finally – a reaction. He grinned devilishly at her, watching her eyes deepen to a golden brown as her body responded to his promise. 
 
    He chuckled and began to walk past her when her voice stopped him one more time. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “To see an old friend,” he replied without turning to face her. 
 
    “Barely up this morning and already going in search of another willing woman?” Her disapproval brought a smile to his face. She was jealous. 
 
    This afternoon was getting better and better. 
 
    “Don’t worry, darling. Loury is neither willing nor a woman and Seven Dials is not my first choice on finding evening entertainment.” He chuckled again and made his way to the front door, his dress shoes clicking softly on the marbled floor.  
 
    He didn’t worry about giving her Loury’s name because if she knew of him, it was for his legitimate businesses and if she didn’t know of him, it was because he was far too seedy to have crossed her path. Loury didn’t directly deal in art, which meant that it was unlikely Ana or her team had come across him in previous cases. However, the man knew many, many people; he would know who Pierce needed to find. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Ana planted her hands on the counter as soon as Pierce left the room. Her whole body was tingling, but that was nothing new; his presence always put her on edge. It was just worse now that he’d actually touched her… held her… now that she’d had a taste of the possibility of Pierce. 
 
    At least she’d managed to handle the topic of last night with an ease that had surprised even her. She’d been so completely exhausted from the myriad of emotions that she’d experienced all within a half an hour or so that she’d slept restlessly the whole night. Finally, she’d woken up at seven this morning and gone for a long walk to clear her head, the fresh air doing much for her sleep-worn appearance. 
 
    Well, the fresh air and the make-up. 
 
    And the coffee. 
 
    She’d met Tony for breakfast at nine-thirty this morning. He’d said it was about the case, but they both knew it was the only reason she would accept to go on what most would consider a date; he was trying to take it slowly.  
 
    He’d even made sure to start the conversation off withsome questions and suggestions for where to go from here with finding and luring out the thief to make the attempt more legitimate, but it quickly dissolved into casual conversation. And at that point, Ana decided that she needed to go. She felt guilty about the look of disappointment that passed over his face, but her emotions were already overwhelming her and unfortunately, they were all for a much darker and more devilish man.  
 
    She’d walked in the door and heard someone in the kitchen. Assuming it was Morgan, she chose to walk down the hall instead of up to her room. Instead, she happened upon Pierce. 
 
    His attire had been the first thing that she noticed – black dress pants, black shirt. He was completely put together as though nothing from last night was out of the ordinary. 
 
    Which for him it probably wasn’t. 
 
    With that stinging thought, she’d immediately blurted out about his taking the bagels. For some reason, her mind found comfort in scolding him and ordering him around. 
 
    Maybe it was because she knew just how much power he could hold over her if she let him.  
 
    The conversation quickly distracted her from her first observation. 
 
    The inquisitive side of her ached to know why he continued to push back against her wishes. And now that he’d answered that question – albeit cryptically – she craved more. 
 
    That was the problem; Pierce was the problem. 
 
    She craved more of everything about him. 
 
    But right now, her focus was on their parting words. She knew he was up to something and it wasn’t good. 
 
    “Ana, you ok?” Tash’s husky voice broke her trance. The petite, buxom blonde walked cautiously into the kitchen, clearly hesitant to interrupt her thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry.” She smiled sheepishly. “Just lost in thought.” 
 
    “Long night last night?” Tash asked. 
 
    Ana’s eyes widened at the question, her mind instantly wondering if Pierce had said anything to her. 
 
    No, he couldn’t have… wouldn’t have… would he? 
 
    They did seem to be pretty close, but as much as Pierce tried to make it seem like there was something going on between them, she could never quite bring herself to believe it. 
 
    “I haven’t been sleeping well lately and I heard your door closing around midnight or so…” 
 
    Ana let out the breath – and the concerns – that she’d been holding; a blush rose to her cheeks. 
 
    “Ahh… yeah.” She bit her lip, thinking quickly to change the topic. “How are you feeling? Is there anything that I can do?” 
 
    Tash hobbled over to the other side of the counter where the stove was, turning it on beneath the teapot that sat ready and waiting. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. Some days I feel like I’ve lost my mind.” She laughed as she said the words, but Ana could hear the thread of seriousness in her statement. 
 
    “How’s your foot doing?” 
 
    “Better. I think I should have the air cast off in another few weeks or so.” She opened the cupboard to pull out a packet of green tea. “Do you want some?” 
 
    Ana nodded. Maybe the tea would help her focus. 
 
    “Anyway, I think mostly everything physical has healed up except for my ankle. I just feel like the rest of me is still broken.” The tea pot began to hiss. “Honestly, I’m afraid.”  
 
    Ana felt her throat clog with tears as she heard the sadness in the other woman’s voice; a sadness that had once been very familiar to her. 
 
    The teapot began to whistle and Tash turned off the stove, beginning to fill their mugs. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ll never be myself again. It’s hard for me to even remember who that was anymore…” Tash didn’t look at her as she spoke, instead staring at the steaming water as it poured out of the pot. 
 
    Ana heard the hopelessness in her voice. After what Pierce had said to her about her ‘perfect life,’ her heart compelled her to respond. 
 
    “It gets better.” She walked over to stand next to Tash so that she could speak more softly. “First the body heals and then the mind. Tash, you have been so strong. I know you think that you were weak when this happened to you, but you had the strength to fight, to get away. On top of that, you had the strength to leave your home and everything and everyone you know. I know it’s tempting to look at that as running away, but you can’t fight back when you are broken.” Even though Tash didn’t look at her, Ana knew she was crying as a tear fell onto the granite. 
 
    “How do you know? I feel like nothing has gotten better except on the outside.” 
 
    “My ex-fiancé abused me,” she admitted softly. “And while everyone deals with trauma like that differently, your words echo my own, but so does your strength. You will heal and you will be stronger.” 
 
    Now, Tash raised her eyes and met her gaze, a mix of surprise and wondering in them. 
 
    “When I was in the hospital recovering from what Shane… did to me… the nurse told me something that helped me through the stage that you are in right now. She asked me if I thought that a broken bone, once healed, was stronger or weaker in the area of the fracture.” She took a sip of the tea. “Naturally, I said weaker. She replied that in fact, in the spot where it was broken, it was actually stronger than it had been before the injury.” 
 
    Tash looked down at her mug – an attempt to further hide the tears as she realized what Ana was about to say. 
 
    “Just like your ankle, your heart and your mind will heal; it’s not quick and it’s not easy, but when it’s done, both will be even stronger for it. You will be even stronger for this.” 
 
    The woman let out a silent sob before wrapping her arms around Ana. She’d refrained from touching Tash to comfort her, because, at least for her, being touched in the months after Shane had disfigured her had been painful. It took over a year before she was no longer nauseous when anyone touched her scarred shoulder.  
 
    “Thank you,” Tash said thickly, pulling back from the hug. “I don’t even know where that came from.” She let out a small laugh, wiping her eyes with her hands. “You were the one who looked distraught when I came in here and somehow I ended up being the one bawling my eyes out.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Ana reassured her. “If you ever want to talk my door is always open.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Tash picked up her mug. “And the same goes for you. If you ever need to talk about anything… including Pierce…” She trailed off on the last and Ana felt her face heat. “Sorry, I just assumed since I passed him in the hall on my way in that he’d been the one to upset you; he’s pretty good at that.” 
 
     Ana felt her stomach clench at Tash’s tone, hating how her familiarity with Pierce sparked the tiniest resentment for the poor woman. “Well, he seems to be reserving it mostly for me; he’s always nice and cooperative with you. You’ll have to share your secret…” 
 
    That caused Tash to laugh, a genuine smile spreading over her face wiping away any remnant of sadness. “I wouldn’t go that far. I used to think it was out of pity, I mean look at me; well, at least what I looked like when we came here. Plus, Cyn and Sloane kind of put me in his charge after everything happened. Because I’m his responsibility, I think he lays off.” She shrugged, taking another sip of tea. “But now, I have a different opinion as to why he treats me the way that he does…” Here she paused poignantly and Ana wondered just what she was trying to imply. 
 
    Did Tash think that Pierce had feelings for her? That because he was her protector that he was falling for her? 
 
    Ana felt her stomach clench even harder at the thought, imagining Pierce and Tash in a relationship. 
 
    “Who knows.” Ana forced a laugh, trying to hide her unpleasant musings. “Sometimes, I think Pierce wants to be the only one who knows what he is thinking or feeling.” 
 
    “I would completely agree with you there. Pierce has his own plans… his own schemes. I’ve heard rumors of what he’s done to his friends – even what happened with Cyn and Sloane. Only a fool would think that they can make their own rules around him,” Tash replied. She’d said it only half-jokingly, but the reality of it hit Ana like a slap in the face. 
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    A million thoughts whizzed through her head. 
 
    He’d never planned on listening to her, on abiding by her wishes. All she had done was make it so that he pursued his own ideas of getting the painting without her involvement. 
 
    “Ana, you ok?” 
 
    She blinked twice, Tash’s concerned face coming into focus, their attention immediately drawn to Morgan as he came down the back stairwell. 
 
    “Tash, Cyn is on the phone,” he said hesitantly, looking back and forth between the two women. “Why do I feel like I just walked in on something serious? Everything ok down here?” His gaze lingered a little longer on Ana, knowing just how much Tash’s predicament had touched a little too close to home for her the first week or so that she’d been with them. 
 
    Tash’s gaze drifted to her, too.  
 
    She needed to get out of there; she needed to find Pierce. 
 
    “Sorry… I have to go. Sorry,” she answered distractedly, already setting her mug down on the countertop and reaching for her cell. 
 
    She missed most of whatever else Tash was saying as she walked out of the kitchen toward the hall. The only thing that managed to break through to her was, “Dammit, Pierce. What have you done now?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is she ok?” Morgan asked as soon as Ana was out of earshot. 
 
    “I don’t know… we were just talking.” Tash bit her lip. “Honestly, I thought I was the one who was more upset there for a bit. I think something happened with Pierce.” 
 
    Morgan’s face darkened at the prospect. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust his slightly-disturbed friend. For most people, Pierce’s antics were irritating but something that was easy to recover from. Ana wasn’t most people; she’d been through a lot and he didn’t care how strong and brave a face she’d put on or how long it had been – that kind of shit stays with you in much deeper, more lethal ways. 
 
    His twin was the strongest person that he’d ever met – and he knew a lot of strong people; Ellie had survived cancer, Sloane had survived his mom’s death and his dad’s abandonment, and Pierce… well, he still had no idea what Pierce had survived, but he was sure that it was nothing short of hell for how the man had ended up. But Ana, he’d watched her heal after Shane, after how he had broken her and every one of her dreams. 
 
    In many ways, she’d blossomed into a new person – taking a demanding job, moving to London, traveling all over the world for work – but, in other ways, she’d cocooned herself further from the happiness of life and connecting with people. 
 
    He was finally starting to see her make attempts to think about a relationship again; Tony was a great guy and Morgan knew that he would treat his sister right if she would just give him the chance. But now, his concern was that the self-motivated actions Pierce was taking would push Ana back into the shell that she’d kept herself in for so long. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine. She’s a tough cookie,” Tash assured him, probably concerned by the way he was scowling. 
 
    “Yeah.” He shook his head – and his frustration off of his face. “I’ll talk to him. Anyway, Cyn is on the phone. Think she just wants to check up on you.” 
 
    Tash nodded, taking his cell from him; she didn’t have a phone – too risky. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Cheerio!” Her friend’s warm voice greeted her, bringing a smile to her face. 
 
    “Seriously, Cyn, you’ve got to stop with the fake British accent; it’s not that good.” She nodded a thanks to Morgan as he walked down the hall to give her some privacy. 
 
    “What! Sloane said it was perfect.” She laughed. 
 
    “Of course, he did – the man still wants to have access to your pants. Probably wants to have access to them while you talk some dirty, accented English to him,” she grumbled and Cyn burst out laughing. 
 
    “You have a point…” Her friend admitted. “How’s everything going?” 
 
    “Ok.” She began to rinse out her mug, having finished her cup of tea. 
 
    “Just ok?” 
 
    “I mean, I wish my ankle was healed, but other than that, I haven’t been doing much. So, I don’t know… I guess everything is as ok as I can expect.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will go by quickly enough; the fact that you’re already in an air cast and off of the crutches is wonderful.” Cyn always tried to look on the bright side. “How’s the search going?” 
 
    The painting’s recovery mission was something Tash knew even less about. “Well, I think they just got started really. We were here before Ana’s other agents, so everything has just been on standby.” 
 
    “How’s living with Pierce going? He hasn’t… you haven’t…” 
 
    Now it was Tash’s turn to laugh. “God, no. I mean don’t get me wrong – that night was incredible. But, it feels like a lifetime ago… it feels like I don’t even know who that person was anymore.” Her voice broke at the end of her thought, but she quickly recovered. “And he hasn’t really made any moves either; I think we both know that it was good for one night, but that we are better in this awkward friendship that we’ve got going.” 
 
    Honestly, Tash struggled to remember her night with Pierce – which was saying a lot considering how much she’d gushed about it to her friend. No, the only night that she seemed to be able to remember with clarity was the night after the incident with Julian. But thankfully, it wasn’t the memory of who had hit her that invaded her thoughts; it was the memory of who had held her that she couldn’t seem to forget. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that it’s not awkward. I’d hate to have to add Pierce to the list of avoidable situations, along with cabs and elevators,” Cyn replied. “Anyway, I was calling because Sloane had a question for you.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Do you remember any other properties that you’ve either been to or know of that Julian owns?” 
 
    “I mean, aside from the ones that I’ve already told you, no.” She bit her lip. “I’m sorry, Cyn. I wish I remembered more, but I just don’t. What we had was pretty superficial. He didn’t talk about his business or the places that he owned; we didn’t really talk. The most talking that he did around me was if he had to make or take a call from his security, I think.” She tried harder to remember. “He’s completely paranoid, Cyn. He doesn’t even trust any of the people that he’s hired. None of them were allowed on the boat with us, none of them allowed inside his apartment – at least the times I was there. Unless he’s out in public, Julian needs to be completely alone; now… knowing what I do… I’m guessing it’s because he doesn’t trust anyone not to kill him – for money or the drugs.” Tash stopped, shuddering as words overwhelmed her; sometimes it still surpassed her comprehension that this had happened to her. 
 
    Suddenly, her memory flashed to that afternoon when Julian had asked her to meet with him. Fast forward to the point where he was kicking her, trying to calmly tell her that if she helped him that all of this would stop. 
 
    And then his phone rang. 
 
    She’d been in so much pain, afraid that she was going to black out and that everything was going to get worse. She’d been trying to breathe through sore ribs, trying to focus on how to get away. But now that she was safe, she remembered his deadly, deep voice. 
 
    “Fucking Christ Damien, I told you the shipments are going to have to wait for the new building. You need to take Maria back to Florida.” Pause. “I don’t fucking care if you are getting heat. I have nowhere to store it. Understand?” Pause. “This is going to be huge, my brother, just be patient and let me work.” 
 
    “Tash, you there?” 
 
    “Cyn, I remembered something,” she said, still stunned from the recollection. “About Julian… he got a call while he was –” She swallowed, unable to get the words out, instead continuing on, “– something about a man named Damien taking Maria back to Florida, that he needs another building to store… I don’t know what; I’m assuming more drugs.” She tried to remember more, but the memory was gone. “I’m sorry, that’s all I remember.  
 
    “No, it’s ok!” Cyn calmly reassured her. “That’s great, Tash. That’s great information. Everything that you’ve just told me I’m sure will be really helpful to Sebastian. Don’t worry, if there is more it will come to you.” She paused. “I’m just about to head into my studio – classes start next Monday, so I’ve been frantic.” 
 
    It took Tash a second – at first, thinking it was because of something that she remembered about Julian that didn’t seem right. But then it hit her. 
 
    Sebastian. 
 
    Shivers ran up her spine at the thought of the gorgeous man who had held her through that horrible night – the man who continued to hold her in her dreams. 
 
    The man who was gay. 
 
    “Why would it be helpful to Sebastian?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “What?” Cyn asked, her pitch just a hair higher now. 
 
    “You said that what I told you would ‘be really helpful to Sebastian.’ What does Sebastian have to do with this?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Nothing. I just misspoke. I meant to say Sloane, but I’m… ahh… showing Cam and Sebastian my studio later today so they were on my mind.” 
 
    Tash chewed on her lip. It wasn’t the truth – what Cyn was saying; she was hiding something from her – lying to her. She vacillated between pressing her for what was really going on and how in the world Sebastian was involved and just letting it go. After what had happened with Julian, her first instinct was to stay as far away from whatever Sloane was doing to try to catch him; she didn’t want to be involved; she wanted to forget everything that she’d been through. 
 
    She wanted a clean slate. 
 
    But then Ana’s words rang in her head. She would heal stronger. And she’d never been one to back down in the first place.  
 
    “I don’t believe that, Cyn, not—” 
 
    “Tash, I have to go, I’m at my studio. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to say Sebastian; I want to explain, but I can’t. Please just trust me for a little bit. I’m sorry. I love you.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    Tash just stared at the blank screen in her hand. What had just happened? She felt like her head was spinning. First, the memories of Julian and now somehow Sebastian’s involvement. 
 
    God, she hoped they hadn’t enlisted him after he stayed with her that night. She didn’t think he was cut out for taking down a drug cartel leader. None of her friends were. And then that familiar sinking feeling in her stomach returned – the guilt over what her friends were being put through for her. 
 
    “Hey, everything ok?” Morgan’s smooth voice washed over her and her gaze rose to him slowly. 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “You don’t look ok. What did Cyn say? Did something happen with Julian?” he asked with concern. She numbly shook her head, unsure of how to respond. “Ok.” He came over to her, taking the phone from her hand and gently placing a hand on her shoulder. “Why don’t we go get some lunch and talk.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question. And she was grateful; she was tired of having to come up with answers. Instead, she allowed the gentle pressure of his hand to propel her numb body towards the door. 
 
    “Everything is going to be ok, Tash. Whatever it is, it’s going to be fine, alright? Let’s go find some food and take this one bite at a time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Hello?” Gino’s voice answered the call as Ana quickly made her way down the stairs to the Tube. 
 
    “Hey, sorry to bug you. Do you know a man name Loury?” she asked, slightly out of breath as she rushed to make sure she caught the next train. 
 
    “Who? Lourdy? I can’t hear you; you’re breaking up.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Loury. L-O-U-R-Y.” 
 
    “Lour—” His voice cut off and she thought she lost the call for a second, checking her phone to see that it was still connected. 
 
    “Gino?” she asked as she stepped into the train car. 
 
    “Loury.” 
 
    “Yes. Have you heard of him?” she repeated. 
 
    “Ana, I think the question is: how have you heard of him?” 
 
    “Gino…” She swayed as the train lurched forward. 
 
    “Yes. I’ve heard of him. Not usually involved in the type of things that we investigate, but I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he’s dabbling in the arena.” She heard him sigh. “Runs a bar near Covent Garden – or used to. Not sure if he still owns it. Began to be involved in small time drug stuff, then escalating to larger sales and other black market items. He’s basically a very successful and very discreet middle man. If you want something – he will know who to get it from for you; if you want to sell something – he knows who is looking to buy it or will find you a buyer.” 
 
    “Shit,” Ana cursed, impatiently watching the display above the train door that lit with each stop that passed, willing it to move faster towards the Covent Garden stop. 
 
    If it wasn’t already clear in her mind, the fact that this man, Loury, owned a bar in Convent Garden solidified what she knew to be true. 
 
    Pierce was meeting this man to find out if he knew who had the painting and where they could be found. 
 
    “What’s going on, Ana?” Gino asked, his tone indicating that he’d already asked her once but that she’d been too lost in thought to respond. 
 
    “Nothing. I have to go. I’m probably going to lose you anyway.” 
 
    “He’s a dangerous character, Ana, if you’re thinking about getting involved with him for this. We should discuss this – or at least let Tony or me come with you.” 
 
    Unfortunately, she didn’t have the time for that. 
 
    “Yup, got it. Gotta run. I’ll call you later.” And then she hung up before he could warn her again. Too late for that. 
 
    She just had to try to catch Pierce before this Loury got there. 
 
    And as soon as the train dinged that it had arrived at the stop, she was through the door and tearing up the stairs. 
 
    She jogged the few blocks over to Seven Dials – the area of London surrounding a circle where seven roads converge; the center of which is marked by a large column bearing six sundials. Historically, the area was always known for its lowly and disreputable population. Now, it was a prosperous, commercial area with small streets crammed with lots of cars and people – a perfect place to meet someone inconspicuously. Although, the current event taking place there seemed more reminiscent of Seven Dial’s more infamous beginnings than its current status. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    She just hoped there were enough people to hide her presence from Pierce. 
 
    She slowed, cautiously approaching the edge of the seven-street intersection. Well, there were definitely a lot of people milling about. And a few street vendors set up near the center selling food and tourist trinkets.  
 
    She pulled her hair back in a tight bun, trying to prevent the golden mass from shining any light on her presence. She stuck close to the edge of the building as her gaze scanned for the dark devil she was hunting. 
 
    Pierce. 
 
    She spotted him; he was near the center spire about a quarter of the way around the circle from her. He was looking in the opposite direction and with the crowd cover, he hadn’t seen her.  
 
    She waited for a break in the traffic before darting across the circle, grateful for the small Indian man selling trinkets out of his cart right where she ended up. Peeking around the brightly bejeweled shawls, she grimaced seeing that Pierce was already speaking to someone. 
 
    Gino was right; she wouldn’t want to meet with this man alone. 
 
    He was taller and more slender than Pierce with whitish-blonde hair that was shaved on the sides of his head, leaving only a Mohawk-like strip down the center; instead of it sticking up though, it was slicked back. The style, paired with the tailored dark gray suit he was wearing, actually made him look professional – edgy, but professional. His eyes were a very pale blue, almost deadly in their pallid color. That, combined with the strong lines of his face made a shiver run up Ana’s spine.  
 
    The way that they stood made it seem as though business colleagues were just out for a stroll over lunch; she knew better.  
 
    She was still taking in the man’s appearance when his eyes met hers and she immediately looked away, picking up one of the scarves. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Deep breaths. 
 
    She hoped she didn’t blow her cover; he didn’t know who she was, but hopefully catching her gawking at him didn’t raise any concerns. With his appearance, he should be used to it. 
 
    She carefully walked around the other side of the cart so that her back was to them. Pretending to try on one of the wraps as some sort of head scarf, she attempted to cover her hair the best that she could just in case Pierce decided to look her way. Even though her back was to them now, she didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    Now, being only a few feet from them, she tried to hear their conversation, but with the bustle going on it was difficult. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well…” Loury greeted him, extending his hand for a cordial shake. “After last time, I wasn’t sure you’d ever grace us with your presence again on this side of the pond.” 
 
    Pierce gave him a tight smile. “Loury. Wish I could say it was for pleasure.” 
 
    The deathly pale man arched an eyebrow in intrigue. “Well, I assumed as much. Especially if you were getting in touch with me.” 
 
    “Well, I know you are the man to go to… the man who knows everyone and everything that goes on in this God-forsaken place.” Pierce tried to play to his ego; the two of them were very alike in that regard, which is why they’d had what passed as a friendship all those years ago. Theirs were parallel personalities even more so than his similarities with Tristan. With Loury though, there was one big difference – not that he would ever admit to it: there was a good chance Loury didn’t actually have a soul. While blurring the lines was Pierce’s specialty, there were some lines that he did not cross; Loury had no boundaries which is why he ended up in the line of work that he was in. 
 
    The albino-like man smiled at the compliment, even though he knew it was just a means to an end. “Well, I can’t guarantee that, but I would say that it is a pretty safe assumption.” He held up his hand, examining his fingers for a moment before looking back to Pierce. “Who are you looking for?” 
 
    “A thief.” 
 
    The milky-blue eyes widened for a split second before narrowing shrewdly. “That was four years ago. Please don’t tell me you’ve gone and lost another priceless piece.” 
 
    “Fuck you. No, I haven’t.” 
 
    Loury’s arms crossed over his chest, one hand raising up to rest his index finger on his cheek and thumb underneath his chin, his expression a mix of intrigue and entertainment. 
 
    “Why now?” 
 
    “Because now the bitch is trying to sell it.” Pierce huffed. “And if you think for one second that I believe your surprise over this then you have underestimated me, my friend.” 
 
    He laughed. “I may have heard some whispers.” 
 
    “Who is selling it?” 
 
    “That, unfortunately, I do not know.” A shadow swept over the man’s pale face. “Trust me, I wish I did.” 
 
    “Do you know who is looking to buy? Or where she is looking to find a buyer?” 
 
    Loury’s mouth thinned. He did know. 
 
    “What do you know?” Pierce asked again, his voice harsh.  
 
    “Don’t take that tone with me.” His arms lowered to his sides. “Before I tell you what I know, I want something in return.” 
 
    Of course, he did. 
 
    Pierce just waited, not deigning to give the man a verbal response. 
 
    “When you find her, you bring her to me.” 
 
    What the fuck. What the hell did Loury want with his thief? He barely even knew about the heist; it was only because Pierce had met the women in Loury’s bar that he’d gone to the man and explained what had happened, hoping that Loury had seen either of them before. 
 
    “Why?” He couldn’t stop himself from asking. 
 
    “Is that the question that you really want answered?” Loury taunted. “I didn’t think so.” 
 
    “What do you know?” 
 
    Loury began to adjust his cuffs as the information fell from his lips. “Next weekend, there’s going to be an invitation-only, masked event held at the Shard. My little birdies tell me that invitations were only extended to those who have shown prior interest in rare art purchases; they also tell me that a certain lady will be there with the express purpose of offering these guests a once-in-a-lifetime purchase.” 
 
    Pierce read between the lines. “You’re the one who organized the event.” Loury’s eyes jumped to his; he was right. “Then why do you need me to find her? Sounds like you’re the one who is drawing her right to you.” 
 
    Loury’s mouth thinned. “I heard the woman was in town and looking to sell from several sources of mine. I organized the event, hoping that it would entice her to come out of the shadows for the prospect of having so many art collectors in one place.” 
 
    “Great. Well at least I don’t have to fucking worry about where I’ll find an invitation, but that still doesn’t answer my question. Assuming I’m even going to do as you asked, why would you need me to?” 
 
    Those pale blue eyes flashed white with rage at Pierce’s instigating, but Loury was much more adept at keeping any and all emotion well-contained under his cool façade. 
 
    “You know I don’t like to be directly connected to any of this unsavory business. And I tend to stand out in a crowd – mask or not,” the white specter bit out. 
 
    Pierce froze, his thoughts flying rapidly, his brain connecting dots faster than he could even follow the path. Was this woman one of the two who had been there that night? How did the she know Loury? He’d told Pierce that he didn’t know either of them, that he ‘ran a pub’ and ‘how could he be expected to remember everyone that passes through?’ Pierce had been too pissed at the time to think about his response, but now, it didn’t fit; Loury knew everyone; he remembered everyone; that’s why everyone came to him. 
 
    His thoughts continued down the dark path. Had he told the women about the painting? Or had they asked him first? Fuck, he’d been so drunk, it was all a blur now. Why did he have this nagging feeling that the two women had singled him out? Why did he feel like even though he hadn’t brought up the painting originally, they knew just what to say to stroke his ego into bragging about it? 
 
    His black eyes sparked like brimstone. 
 
    “You lying sonofabitch,” he swore, stepping towards the man who didn’t bother to deny his accusation. “You’ve known who they were this whole goddamn time.” He was irate and his tone was rising. 
 
    “Now, Pierce, let’s not make a scene,” Loury replied with a sigh. The man acted like he was bored and scolding a child who was about to throw a tantrum. 
 
    He’d better believe that Pierce was about to make one hell of a scene. His life had almost been ruined four years ago and Loury had just fucking stood there and watched. 
 
    No, he’d been the one to instigate the entire thing. 
 
    His vision went red with rage and the next thing he knew his hand was wrapped tightly in the collar of Loury’s shirt, cutting off circulation and drawing the attention of onlookers. 
 
    “What the fuck did you do?” Pierce rasped, his face inches from the other man’s. “Tell me what the fuck you did four years ago or I swear to God, I will steal the life from your body just like you let those goddamn women almost steal it from mine.” 
 
    The white eyes fluttered from the dwindling oxygen to his brain. 
 
    “Told them… about… the painting,” Loury revealed, painfully pushing the words through his constricted throat. 
 
    Pierce’s grip tightened. 
 
    “Pierce,” Loury said raspingly. “Let go… before you create another… bigger… problem… for yourself.” 
 
    Pierce held onto him for another second for good measure before releasing his neck, the man calmly sucking in a deep breath of air. The pale blue eyes darted quickly around the circle to see how many people had been stopped in their tracks by the scene, but there were only a few – most already moving on with their afternoon. 
 
    Loury’s hand came up to rearrange his tie. “You know I could kill you for that?” he said nonchalantly, as though he was telling Pierce that it might rain this afternoon. 
 
    “I know you could try.” He smirked. “Then again, I’d actually have to be concerned at the loss for that to matter to me.” 
 
    Would the devil be afraid of death? 
 
    Pierce’s smile dropped from his face as Loury cleared his throat. “What do you mean you told them?” 
 
    For a second, Pierce thought the man might refuse him the rest of the story, but he continued coldly. “I told them about the painting and I might have suggested the best way for them to get you to show it to them.” 
 
    “Why?” Pierce ground out; he’d thought they were friends. “Did they drug me?” 
 
    Loury’s mouth thinned and he nodded. “They were relatively minor players in the drug scene, except I knew that the one was sleeping with the man in charge of the entire ring. I was looking to expand my business and I saw an opportunity. I asked them if they would be interested in a way to impress the boss and put in a good word for me; I knew the girl wanted to give him just one more reason to keep her around for longer.” 
 
    “The blonde one?” Pierce clarified – the one who’d been talking to him. 
 
    Loury nodded. “I don’t know who the other one was or if she was really involved. Anyway, so I did what I do best. I traded information – information on you in exchange for an introduction to the man in charge.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    The blue eyes narrowed. “That isn’t pertinent to what you want to know.” 
 
    “So, you told them about the painting I had, how to get me to tell them about it so that they could ask to see it, and then told them to drug me?” 
 
    “More or less. I told her the first part and then I gave her a drink to bring to you.” 
 
    That’s right; the blonde had returned with a drink for him. What the fuck. 
 
    “You motherfucker. I should fucking report you to the police,” Piece sneered, his eyes darting to the sky. This day was just getting better and fucking better. 
 
    “Except I know far too much about too many – yourself included - for them to stop with me.” Loury smiled. “Plus, you need me.” 
 
    “And you need me,” Pierce retorted. “Why do you still need an introduction?” 
 
    The man’s jaw clenched. “It’s more than an introduction now. I’ve been trying to get involved in a certain business line for some time and bringing this painting to light – and the woman who has it will… help that along.” He smiled tightly. “That night fucked us all, Pierce. Don’t think that I didn’t come away unscathed, either.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You weren’t the only one they stole from. The one who talked to you had been stealing – skimming – drugs and money from the top of her sales and he found out. So, instead of being the man who provided her with the opportunity to take the painting, she painted me as an accomplice – proof because the painting never made it to him.” Loury’s head tilted, his eyes seeming to narrow in on something behind Pierce’s head, but Pierce wasn’t taking any chances; he wasn’t letting Loury out of his sight. “Honestly, I think he had that bitch killed; it’s the other girl who has the painting and she’s been hiding from him. He blacklisted me from those very-profitable circles because of this, and when this woman and the painting appear, it will be the end of him.”  
 
    Now, the truth was coming out. 
 
    Loury was out for revenge – and he was going to use Pierce to get it. 
 
    Pierce should have known there was more – because like him, Loury only looked out for himself. 
 
    “So, I find the woman, get the painting, and that’s it?” Pierce clarified. 
 
    “That’s it.” Loury’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Let me know how many invitations you need and I’ll have them sent to you.” 
 
    Pierce’s gaze narrowed skeptically. “How do you know where I’m staying?” Loury returned a stare that said ‘are you serious?’ “Why would you think that I need more than one invitation?” 
 
    With a mischievous smile reminiscent of his own, Loury nodded to over Pierce’s shoulder. “Because – we’ve had a spectator for most of our conversation here and she’s far too lovely to be one of mine.”  
 
    This time, Pierce turned, but he saw no one. He quickly enlarged his radius before spotting a golden head disappearing down one of the converging streets. 
 
    Ana. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch.” By the time Pierce turned his head back, the white ghost was gone. 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    After everything Loury had just revealed – the truth about what had happened four years ago – and now finding out that Ana had heard it all and was probably on her way back not only to reveal his source, but take his plans right out from under him, he was on the brink of losing control. 
 
    What had she been doing here? How had she even known to follow him? 
 
    He began to stalk down the street after her; this was a conversation that she wouldn’t be ruling over. 
 
    This time, even the Queen wouldn’t be safe from his wrath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    As soon as it seemed like their conversation was coming to a close – Ana bolted. Even before that, she knew she’d stayed too long with the hopes of hearing more; the man might not have known her, but he had recognized that their conversation was the real focus of her attentions. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    She normally wasn’t this careless, but everything about Pierce was throwing her off – everything that he was doing and everything that he’d done was causing her to make rash decisions. The problem was that she couldn’t control him, so if she didn’t act in the moment, he’d blow their entire investigation before they even had a fighting chance. 
 
    She needed to get back to the house and talk to Morgan. He would know how to deal with his friend. He would have to because Ana wasn’t getting through. She took the steps to the Tube two at a time, the scorching sensation on her back telling her that Pierce would be coming behind her very shortly and she didn’t trust herself to confront him alone about this; he would be intent on convincing her to let him do whatever fool idea he’d decided on and she needed someone to make sure that her desire for him didn’t get the better of her. 
 
    She jumped on the train just as the doors closed, releasing a breath with the knowledge that she at least had about a three-minute head start. 
 
    The commotion of the circle had been too much for her to hear every word that had been exchanged. Instead, she’d only caught bits and pieces. 
 
    ‘Invitation-only, masked event… The Shard… Once-in-a-lifetime purchase.’ 
 
    Her heart had leapt into her throat and she’d almost stepped in when Pierce went to strangle the man. She hadn’t heard what he’d said to prompt such a rash reaction, but like the other man, she’d scanned the crowd worried about how much of a scene Pierce was causing.  
 
    The last thing that she needed was for him to get arrested. 
 
    ‘Did they drug me?... Minor players in the drug scene… How many invitations do you need?’ 
 
    When she’d heard that question, she knew for sure that she’d been made. Quickly unwrapping the scarf from her head and throwing it back on the cart, she made her way across the circle and down the street that she’d come from, knowing it wouldn’t be long until Pierce was behind her. 
 
    “Morgan!” she yelled, running into the house. 
 
    No response. 
 
    She took the stairs up to the third floor – up to his room – knocking furiously on his door. She really wanted some back up confronting Pierce. 
 
    But it looked like she wasn’t going to get any. 
 
    With angry determination, she turned back towards the stairwell, preparing herself to face Pierce on her own. Only she didn’t have the luxury of those few more seconds. 
 
    The darkly handsome, deceptive man stood at the top of the stairs, waiting for her to notice his presence. 
 
    Her hands came over her chest, unconsciously gripping her jacket closed over her even though her t-shirt covered everything.  
 
    “Ana.” Her name fell hoarsely from his lips, sending goosebumps all over her body.  
 
    “Pierce,” she replied nonchalantly. 
 
    “Care to tell me why you followed me this afternoon?” He stood, resting his hip against the bannister. 
 
    Why did he have to look so gorgeous? Especially when he’d just gone completely behind her back to do the one thing she’d asked him not to do. 
 
    Taking the initiative, she stepped towards him and crossed her arms even tighter over herself, preparing for battle. 
 
    “Because I knew I couldn’t trust you to do as I asked,” she retorted, her stare confidently meeting his. “Were you going to tell me? Or were you planning on using your friend’s information to find the painting – and the thief – on your own?” 
 
    He took a step toward her and her breath caught; their chests only a few inches apart now, both attempted to dominate the conversation. Except the only thing that was overpowering between them was the rising tension of desire, spreading rapidly through the air. 
 
    “I was planning on telling you,” he ground out. “I was planning on telling you to show you that I can, in fact, be useful.” 
 
    “Prove it.” What was she doing? She shook her head and continued, “This has nothing to do with whether or not you can be useful. It has everything to do with the fact that you let your emotions get the best of you, Pierce. That’s why I’m trying to keep you out of this. And if you don’t believe me, just think about how you acted last night. You can’t control yourself.” 
 
    “No, I just can’t control myself around you.” 
 
    Heat seared straight to her core and she felt warmth spreading between her thighs. 
 
    “Well, then… tell me.” She winced as her voice broke, giving away just how much his words had affected her. 
 
    His eyebrows raised and a mischievously seductive smile slipped onto his face. “Princess,” he began. As soon as she heard that nickname, she knew she was in trouble. “I will tell you everything that you want to know.” Her eyes narrowed. “But I want something in return.” 
 
    Of course, he did. 
 
    “I’m not just going to let you take control of everything; I’m not going to jeopardize getting this painting back.” 
 
    His gorgeous face broke out in laughter; his head falling back for a moment. “Ahh… I would never expect you to relinquish that much control, Your Highness, don’t you worry.” 
 
    And it was at that moment that she knew that he was going to ask her to do exactly that… if not more. 
 
    “I will tell you everything that you want… in exchange for a kiss.” 
 
    The words hung between them, suspended in the tension of the air – tension that had been born out of anger, frustration, and the need for control. All of that disintegrated amidst the pull of desire that was between them. 
 
    She stared into his eyes knowing that she couldn’t say no. But it wasn’t because she needed the information – no, that was only a lie that she would tell herself later. 
 
    She couldn’t say no because she didn’t want to. 
 
    She wanted him. 
 
    She wanted this darkly glaring devil because sometimes, good girls like her needed a little bad in their lives; she needed just a little bit of that alluring darkness to break through the pristine shell that was slowly suffocating her. 
 
    She wanted to feel wanted… just once.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Time stopped. The gauntlet had been thrown. 
 
    He’d followed her back here, prepared for another battle – another argument. Still incensed over what Loury had revealed to him and the annoyance that Ana had overheard some of it, he climbed the stairwell irritated to say the least. 
 
    But when he saw her, hands on her hips, waiting for her brother to answer, desire had come charging into the mix, expertly subduing every other thought from his mind. 
 
    She’d gone for weeks pretending like he’d had no effect and now was her chance to prove it. If she wanted him to believe her actions – her dismissal of him was truly how she felt, this was the way; she could tell him ‘no’ and walk away and he would be forced to accept his failure. He would tell her what she needed to know and then continue whatever the hell he needed to get this painting – and this living situation – over with.  
 
    On the other hand, he could only hope that she felt even a sliver of what he did; in which case, this kiss would be sustenance to their starving selves.  
 
    She licked her lips and he almost said to hell with waiting for her answer. Almost. His breath held. And then those beautiful, rose-pink lips of hers said the words that he needed to hear. 
 
    “One kiss.” Her acquiescence was barely audible as though she couldn’t bear to hear herself admit to it. 
 
    But it was enough. 
 
    And the words were barely spoken before his mouth claimed hers. 
 
    Fuck, she was so sweet – sweeter than he’d imagined (and he had a very active imagination). It was just another indication that she was too good for him. 
 
    Like most things, his darkness was drawn inexorably to her light. 
 
    He slanted his lips over hers, his tongue demanding entrance into her mouth. Both of his hands cupped her cheeks, tilting her head up to his as she opened innocently beneath him. A groan vibrated deep within his chest as his tongue touched hers; it took only a moment of coaxing before their desire began to duel. 
 
    He could tell she wasn’t very experienced – certainly, not like he was. No, if there was ever anyone who could be considered as having ‘too much experience,’ it would be he. Ana, on the other hand, moved timidly underneath him at first; her lips hesitant about what was to come. 
 
    He probably should have taken a simple, gentle kiss, but then again, he never did what he was supposed to. Especially around Ana.  
 
    And if there were anything that he was not supposed to do – it was her.  
 
    His mouth raided hers and, inexperienced or not, she responded with the same passion. Her small moans of pleasure were his undoing as he drank from her pure sweetness.  
 
    His hands dropped from her face to reach around her, one at her back and one gripping into the perfect sphere of her ass, to pull her flush against him. 
 
    And just like the other night, Pierce wondered if this was what Heaven might be like. He knew he’d never make it there, but here… he would gladly die if it meant he could stay here forever. 
 
    Her body molded perfectly to his, the warm, soft juncture of her thighs cradling the hard, aching length of his erection. Those perfect breasts pressed against his chest. 
 
    Her arms came up to wind around his neck, giving him even better access to the sugared mouth. His tongue delved deeper, craving the hot, moist confines of her body – settling on this one for now.  
 
    She pulled back from him and he groaned at the loss. 
 
    “Pierce.” The breathless caress of his name made his arousal throb against his suit pants. “I can’t… we can’t…” She shook her head, trying to find the words. “I think that is enough. Why don’t we go downstairs and finish this conversation?” 
 
    She made a move to walk around him, but his arm came up quickly to stop her in her path; his palm rested on the wall next to her. 
 
    “I know you think I’m lying to you when I say that I was going to tell you,” he whispered hoarsely. “But, that is just as much of a lie as you standing here and telling me that this is enough for you when I know you want more... because I want it, too.” 
 
    Her gaze flared as it found his. 
 
    “I don’t.” She clung stubbornly to her last thread of control. 
 
    “Prove it,” he echoed her words. The wager he was making was for everything; he was going all in and, for the first time, he wasn’t sure that he was making a safe bet. He leaned in close to her ear. “Tell me that you want me to stop.” 
 
    His mouth continued the sweet torture that it had begun last night, slowing making its way along the honeyed skin of her jawline, waiting for her response. 
 
    “Pierce,” she whispered. “I want you…” 
 
    His whole body felt the sharp stinging pain, but his scar throbbed almost like the night the knife had created it; he’d been wrong. He had misjudged everything that she had felt. He savored every last second that his lips touched her skin, knowing those moments were coming to a close. 
 
    “I need you to say the whole thing, Ana,” he ground out. He needed to hear her say that she wanted him to stop. 
 
    “Pierce, I want you…” She paused again but this time just for a breath. “There is nothing else… I just want you.” 
 
    He pulled back to look at her, unsure that he understood what she was saying. But one look at the glittering gold gaze of hers and he knew exactly what she was saying – what she was asking. 
 
    And God help him or hurt him, he was going to give it to her. 
 
    His mouth crushed hers again. Grabbing her waist, he pushed her up against the wall in the hallway, pressing his body against the burning heat of her.  
 
    She gasped into his mouth and immediately arched against him; it was the most beautiful and arousing thing he’d ever experienced. And he wanted more. He wanted to touch and taste every sweet inch of her, but there was no time for that now. Now, there was only the raging need between them.  
 
    His left hand moved from her side, skating up her side to close his palm over her right breast. One of these days, he was going to burn every one of her goddamn sweaters. Yet, even through the layers, he palmed the swollen flesh that fit perfectly into his grasp. 
 
    Anyone could tell that he didn’t have a type; he enjoyed all shapes and sizes of women. But Ana… the way that she fit against him made him feel like she’d been tailored just for his body. His thumb brushed over her nipple and she moaned his name again. 
 
    “Fuck,” he swore against her mouth. “I want you so fucking bad, Princess.” The need to make her come rocketed through him painfully. 
 
    His left hand released the delicious weight of her breast, moving up to tip her head back, allowing his mouth to explore the beautiful expanse of her neck. His right  hand skated down to the waistband of her jeans. 
 
    She barely had a moment to realize his intentions before he had the button and zipper undone, his fingers slipping under the edge of her panties in search of her heated core. 
 
    “Pierce.” She moaned again. 
 
    “Fuck, Ana. Fuck,” he cursed. His fingers found her folds drenched with her desire. “You are so fucking wet.” His teeth sunk into the side of her neck, trying to contain his exponentially exploding desire, feeling just how much she wanted him. 
 
    His fingers brushed over her sex and she quivered underneath him. 
 
    “Do you know how incredible you feel?” he rasped against her. “I need you to come for me, Princess.” The tightness of her jeans prevented him from being able to push a finger inside of her. Instead those fingers toyed mercilessly with her clit. “I need to feel you let go of every ounce of control.” Her hips began to move against his hand, begging for more from his skilled fingers. 
 
    He’d never wanted to bring someone pleasure more in his entire life. 
 
    Her moans grew louder. His hand grasped her chin, forcing her mouth to his so that he could capture the sounds. 
 
    His fingers rolled over her slick bundle of nerves with increasing speed and pressure until she was unable to kiss him back – her mouth parted, her breath held, begging to fall off the cliff of the climax that he’d brought her to.  
 
    Only she didn’t fall – she flew. 
 
    Pierce swallowed her scream as her hips undulated against his hand, warm honey surging underneath his fingers as her release claimed her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ana couldn’t breathe. Her body – her senses were going haywire. She felt hot and cold; grounded, yet electrified. She couldn’t even pinpoint what she’d felt because she’d never felt it before. 
 
    So, this was what it could be like between two people… 
 
    Shane had never given this to her; he’d only taken. And she hadn’t known any better. 
 
    Slowly, she floated back to reality: Pierce kissing the side of her neck, his hand still possessively between her thighs. 
 
    Was this really reality? 
 
    Because the other night, this had only been a dream. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open. 
 
    Oh God. They were still in the hall. What if Morgan had come back? What if he had seen them? 
 
    “Pierce,” she whispered, not trusting her voice to be able to speak normally. “What are we doing?” 
 
    She felt him chuckle against her.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you, Princess, but I’m debating how I want to make you come next.” 
 
    She felt the pressure instantly begin to build again between her thighs; he felt it too. 
 
    “Jesus, Ana.” 
 
    Reality and its familiar fears reared their ugly head. “What if someone comes home? What if someone is home? Pierce, we can’t… We shouldn’t… This was a mistake.” She shook her head and pulled his hand out of her pants. She made it two steps towards the stairwell before his left arm around her waist stopped her short. 
 
    He pulled her back flush against his front and she felt the hard proof of his arousal pressing into her back. It wasn’t right to leave him like that, but then again, nothing that they’d done was right. 
 
    In fact, everything about what they’d done was very, very wrong. 
 
    She looked over her right shoulder, back at her handsome devil, about to scold him and force him to set her free when she froze, seeing what he was about to do. Her mouth went dry as she watched, mesmerized, as he took the hand that had just been between her thighs and meticulously sucked every last drop of her moisture from his fingers. 
 
    Then that hand made its way back onto her lower stomach, pausing at the top of her still unbuttoned jeans. 
 
    “Do you have any idea how much I want to put my tongue inside of you right now? How much I want to taste that sweetness directly from the source?” he rasped into her ear, biting her earlobe.  
 
    She was done for. 
 
    Her breath caught again as his hand delved back down to her swollen sex that was still aroused and begging for more of what he’d just given her. 
 
    “Doesn’t it feel good to lose control, Princess?” His fingers found her clit again. “No one is here, Ana. I won’t hurt you. I won’t let you down. Stop running and just let go; let me give you this.”               
 
    She moaned as she felt her body relaxing underneath his touch, searching again for that indescribable peak of pleasure that only he could lead her to. 
 
    “Christ, Ana,” he groaned, his hand pulling her hips back firmer against his erection. She felt the long, hard length of him against her and she wanted to give him a taste of what he’d given her, but she was too lost in her desire to even know where to begin. 
 
    His left hand trailed up over her sweater to grab her left breast, kneading the flesh in his palm as his fingers teased her sensitized sex. She felt her body following the path that it had just traveled. Relaxing back against him, her eyelids fell shut as every one of her senses was solely focused on the delicious movements of his fingers on her. 
 
    And then, they heard the front door open and shut, the faint hum of voices echoing up from the hall. 
 
    She murmured in protest. 
 
    He needed to stop. 
 
    She needed him to keep going. 
 
    “Pierce,” she moaned, hoping he would know what she was thinking. 
 
    “Shh,” he whispered. “I’ve got you, Princess. You’re almost there. Just give yourself this.” 
 
    His fingers quickened their pace. 
 
    She was so close. 
 
    But so were the voices as they made their way up the stairs.  
 
    She gasped his name, on the precipice of finding her release again. He felt it too, the way her hips arched and pushed against him, shuddering as the waves of pleasure grew larger and larger throughout her body. 
 
    His left hand released her breast and moved to her mouth. 
 
    “Suck on my finger,” he said, his voice taut with his own desire. His thumb slipped between her parted lips into the warm haven of her mouth. 
 
    Her teeth dug into his flesh as she felt her orgasm about to crest. His thumb and index finger rolled over her sex one more time and she exploded. 
 
    Her mouth pulled his thumb hard into her mouth eliciting a hoarse curse in her ear from Pierce, but at least it had stopped her scream from radiating throughout the entire house.  
 
    He held her hips in place, his fingers quickly bringing her back down from her climax before releasing her to quickly set her clothing to right.  
 
    He turned her one-hundred-eighty degrees to face the back stairwell. “Go,” he said. 
 
    She turned to him, her brows furrowing. 
 
    “Christ, Ana. I’m going to tell you what I know, but I think you’d rather I do it somewhere else… maybe with some witnesses.” His eyes darted to the stairwell. The voices were on the second floor – it was Morgan and Tash. “Plus, if your brother sees either of us – especially me – in this state, he will kill me before I even have the opportunity to confess,” he growled. 
 
    Ana could only imagine what she looked like – dazed and flushed. But Pierce was the real giveaway; she glanced down at the front of his pants to see the distinctly solid outline of his arousal straining against the fabric. 
 
    Lord help her if the sight didn’t make her want to jump him again right there – regardless of who saw. 
 
    If all of that only came from his fingers, she could only imagine what the rest of him would make her feel. 
 
    Instead, she nodded and darted for the stairs, hearing his door close just as the hallway disappeared behind her. 
 
    Every step questioned her again and again – How was she ever going to deny him now? After that? 
 
    Her bedroom door closing behind her echoed her undeniable answer: Did she really even want to? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Pierce shut his bedroom door behind him just as Morgan began to climb the flight to the third floor. This time, he did himself a favor by punching into the softness of the bed instead of the solid bathroom countertop. 
 
    She’d agreed to one kiss, but he hadn’t been expecting that. He hadn’t been expecting the conflagration that had occurred as soon as his lips touched hers. Well, maybe on his side he had, but not from hers. But Ana had responded with just as much passion as he. The way she innocently pressed herself against him, wrapping her arms around his neck… 
 
    He was so fucking hard. 
 
    Fuck this. He ripped off his jacket and shirt, walking into the bathroom before painstakingly removing his pants, groaning as each slight brush over his arousal brought him tortuously close to release. This time, he turned the shower on hot; this time, he was too far gone to be able to freeze his erection away; he’d tasted too much of her – he needed too much of her. And that need was more than enough to make him decide to do what he should have done weeks ago.  
 
    He let his pants fall to the floor and then stepped into the scalding stream. He expected to feel the burn of the water, except his body was so on fire from needing her that he was the one causing the steam. With a groan of frustration, he grabbed his rigid length, closed his eyes and remembered Ana – the feel… the taste… of her as his hand moved up and down his arousal.  
 
    The way that she’d sucked on his finger. 
 
    With the thought of her rosy lips, still swollen from his kisses, sucking like that around his cock, it didn’t take long for him to find his release; he’d been starved for the past few weeks and tonight, she’d given him just scraps to sustain him, but it was more than enough to get him what he needed. Her name tore from his lips as his orgasm pumped through him, spilling onto the shower wall before it was quickly washed away by the pouring water. 
 
    Pierce was panting; it wasn’t enough. He slammed his fist into the tiled wall. He needed more… more of her.  
 
    He was still hard, but he wasn’t going to do that again. Shutting off the water, he stepped out of the shower and dried off, his dark thoughts quickly chilling the warmth from his body. 
 
    What was wrong with him? 
 
    This was Morgan’s sister for fuck’s sake. 
 
    And she was everything that he wasn’t. Good where he was bad, innocent where he was experienced, caring where he was an ass…  
 
    Soft where he was hard. 
 
    He didn’t deserve that kiss, he didn’t deserve the liberty that she’d given him with her pleasure, and he certainly didn’t deserve her. But, God help him if he could stop. Kissing her felt like a cleansing – every lick and taste washing away the darkness that had consumed him for so long. 
 
    And feeling her climax for him… God. If there was anything that he could develop an addiction to, it would be that. The way her body had reacted to every touch and stroke of his fingers… it was like she’d never felt that release before. 
 
    “Pierce.” Morgan’s deep voice resounded from the other side of his door, accompanied by a short knock. “We’re meeting downstairs in half an hour. Ana says you have something to share with us. I’m going to order some pizza. What do you want?” 
 
    Towel around his waist, Pierce yanked the door open, surprising Morgan with his appearance. He waited a split second for the man to get over seeing the full extent of his scar as it ran down the length of his chest. 
 
    “Damn,” Morgan muttered. “What the hell happened…” 
 
    Pierce cleared his throat, cutting off Morgan’s question. “Yeah, I’ll be there and I’ll eat anything.” He smiled tightly just before he shut the door in his friend’s face. 
 
    If nothing else, the hideous looking thing was useful when trying to distract one of your best friends from the fact that you’re still aroused from just having finger-fucked his sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d made it downstairs before Morgan had seen her – thank God. Unfortunately, Tash was just about to go into her room as Ana came barreling down into the hall. 
 
    “Woah,” Tash said, startled by her sudden appearance. In an instant the surprise was gone, followed by a look that said she was doing the math: Ana’s appearance… returning from the third floor… It could only mean one thing. 
 
    Pierce. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, her smile only adding to her guilt over the situation. 
 
    “Oh, Ana...” Tash shook her head, walking over to her. “Thank you for everything that you said to me earlier. I can’t tell you what it meant to me. Which is why I hope you won’t take this the wrong way, but just be careful… with Pierce.” 
 
    Ana swallowed, unsure of what to say, not wanting to confirm nor deny what – if anything – was going on. 
 
    Unfortunately, the rollercoaster of emotions overwhelmed her and she felt tears begin to slip down her cheeks. 
 
    “Shit. Way to go, Tash,” she murmured to herself. “Do you want to come in? Let me get you a tissue.” 
 
    Ana nodded and followed the petite woman into her room. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Only the first – and second - orgasms of her life. 
 
    “We kissed,” Ana blurted out. It seemed like a better place to start. 
 
    Tash smiled. “You don’t have to share the details, don’t worry,” she began. “First, I should just clarify that I’m definitely the last person in the world who should be giving relationship advice, which is why I’m not going to.” She paused. “I don’t think you would want me to anyway.” 
 
    That was true. 
 
    “He went behind my back and did everything that I explicitly told him not to do. He doesn’t listen; he does what he wants and doesn’t care what it might cost. He’s beyond aggravating and downright disrespectful at times. And yet, all I want to do is kiss him again,” Ana groaned, rubbing her hands over her face in disbelief over the predicament that she was in.  
 
    Tash bit her lip, trying not to chuckle at the way she had relayed her troubles. “Ana, I wish I had something to say, something that would be as comforting as you were to me earlier, but I only know very little of Pierce. My concern is that beyond those parts, there isn’t much more… that he doesn’t want much more.” Tash gave her a sad smile, grabbing a tissue off of the nightstand and handing it to her. “I’ve also never wanted much more and even though you and I have our similarities, I think this might be where we diverge. I get the feeling that you do want that… want more… even if you don’t think that you do. And as much as I want to help you, I don’t think I’m the right person to talk to, but you should talk to someone about how you feel; after what you shared with me, I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    Ana nodded – a silent attempt at agreement or thanks, she wasn’t yet sure. 
 
    “I should go. I need to organize a meeting… do something to take my mind off of this.” 
 
    Tash nodded and Ana could tell that she wished there was more she could say, but she just didn’t have the words; it was understandable, after everything that she’d been through. 
 
    She walked back out and into her own room, heading straight for the bed and collapsing onto it. 
 
    What beautiful, incredible, wrong thing had just happened? 
 
    She’d been so angry at him, but as soon as he’d asked for a kiss, it was all that she could think about. He looked so delicious standing there in his black suit, tempting her to give into everything that she knew she shouldn’t. 
 
    And then his lips touched hers… and the world had ceased to exist. 
 
    Her body still tingled with the sensations that Pierce had given her. She’d never experienced that with Shane. Never. 
 
    The heat that seared through her was like nothing she’d felt before. She’d only ever been with Shane, but remembering their intimacy was like remembering dying embers compared to the full-fledged inferno that Pierce ignited within her.  
 
    She bit into her cheek at the memories. 
 
    Of course, she’d had sex with Shane; he’d been her fiancé. But he’d only ever been the one to find any pleasure from it. After the first few months or so, she began to wonder but when she’d asked him about it, he’d told her that it was probably just her anatomy and that she would never be able to experience what he did. 
 
    He’d made her feel broken, even then. 
 
    But, in the beginning, he’d been sweet and tried to make it up to her. As time progressed, that dwindled away. She became a means to an end. She pretended to enjoy it, otherwise he would angrily guilt her and accuse her of ruining his pleasure just because she couldn’t feel the same. 
 
    After about a year or so, he’d started only wanting oral sex from her as though he’d given up on even the pretense of trying to reciprocate any enjoyment for her.  
 
    He’d never touched her like Pierce had. And he certainly never even thought about putting his mouth on her like Pierce had wanted to do. 
 
    She’d tried to tell herself it was because they were engaged and that maybe he wanted to save having any more sex until after the wedding. He’d quickly disabused her of that notion. 
 
    The problem was that he had proposed and she clung to the fairytale that their relationship should have been – the fairytale that everyone thought it was and the fairytale she prayed it would return to after the wedding.  
 
    She’d wanted to get married and have a family. She knew how much her parents loved Shane and she didn’t want to disappoint them. But for the past six months, he’d been increasingly cold and distant – sometimes even cruel in the way that he spoke to her. He never hurt her, never raised a hand to her; maybe that was why she had been lulled into at least trusting her physical safety to him.  
 
    The day before Christmas Eve, Ana decided to surprise him with a gift at his office. She wanted to go to lunch with him too, but he hadn’t answered her call earlier that morning; she wasn’t going to give up her surprise though. Most of the other employees at the law firm that he worked at had already left for the holiday. 
 
    The fact that Shane had insisted that he needed to go in should have told her that something wasn’t right. 
 
    But, they’d been together for almost three years and she was no longer second-guessing things like that. 
 
    Instead, she put on a sexy red dress and heels, grabbed the wrapped box containing the Movado watch that she’d bought him, and quietly tip-toed through the high-rise law firm to his office. Laughter and moaning stopped her short. 
 
    At first, she thought it must be from another room, another office, but the entire floor was empty. She approached Shane’s office – the noises becoming louder. And then she heard his voice, ‘That’s it, Charley, baby, enjoy the ride.’ 
 
    There were a million things that she felt at that moment, not the least of which was nausea. Yet, something drew her closer to the image that would crush her. The offices were walled, but the doors were glass with the associate’s name stickered on them. Keeping herself flush against the wall, she peered to look through the glass door, almost vomiting at the sight. 
 
    Shane was sitting in his desk chair and his paralegal, Charlotte, was naked on top of him. Riding him. 
 
    The woman she was now would have burst through the door and raised hell. The woman she was then turned and fled. 
 
    When she got back home, her parents were out doing some last-minute shopping – only Morgan was there. She was so distraught, it didn’t matter that they’d barely spoken for three years; she ran into his arms and bawled. She told him everything that happened. 
 
    Even though Morgan wanted and offered to kill him, he’d finally settled for accompanying her to her and Shane’s apartment later so that she could break things off. 
 
    She should have taken Morgan up on his offer. 
 
    It was there that her recollection stopped; her own scars already burning as those thoughts brought her closer to the memories of that fateful night. With a practiced ease, she began to massage her shoulder and upper arm, trying to relieve the imagined searing sensation that her mind was projecting onto her limb. It was a protective reflex to keep her safe. 
 
    She’d realized that day that Shane, her fiancé, didn’t really desire her. She’d just been a way to relieve himself when he didn’t have another willing partner handy; she’d only been the keys to the life he wanted. 
 
    And if the other night had been any indication, Pierce was more than likely to do the same thing. 
 
    Her stomach clenched at the thought, not because he could hurt her the same way, but because Pierce could give her something that Shane never had and she didn’t know what would happen if she had to survive losing that. 
 
    The way he kissed her, touched her, talked to her… everything about him made her feel beyond desirable; he made her feel like his body would starve if it couldn’t devour hers.  
 
    With his mouth on hers, his hands roaming her body, every one of her self-doubts evaporated. Every thought that she’d believed about herself – that her body wasn’t desirable, that she wasn’t worth the effort to pleasure, that her body was broken – dissolved underneath the heat of his touch. 
 
    God, she hadn’t even realized that he was touching her left breast. 
 
    No – she’d realized; she’d realized the pleasure that he teased from her flesh, the pressure of his hand kneading her, fueling the building ache inside of her body. 
 
    What she hadn’t realized was that his entire hand was resting on a portion of her scar. 
 
    In every other world, she would have pulled back in fear – fear that he would feel the scarred and damaged tissue and doing so would evaporate every ounce of desire that he felt for her. In every other world, even when people would touch her shoulder, she would flinch and recoil, afraid that they could somehow see her and she would disgust them. 
 
    In his world, she only wanted more of his touch. 
 
    Though his world might be hell, she found herself becoming addicted to the flames.  
 
    Ana groaned, pushing herself off the bed and walking into the bathroom. She needed some space. She needed to figure out what she really wanted – and if what she wanted was worth the cost.  
 
    She should listen to Tash and talk to Ellie; she would know the most about Pierce. But she couldn’t right now, she couldn’t even find the words to tell herself how she felt. 
 
    Turning the shower on, she grabbed her phone and texted Tony and Gino asking them to come over in about a half an hour – that there had been some developments on the case. Then she opened up a message to her brother. 
 
    - Meeting downstairs in thirty minutes. Pierce has some new info. Order something for dinner if you think you will be hungry. 
 
    ~ Ok 
 
    - And tell Pierce about the meeting. 
 
    ~ ??? 
 
    She didn’t respond. 
 
    ~ Ok 
 
    Setting it down, she quickly discarded her clothing, throwing her completely drenched underwear into the hamper before her mind could dwell on them and stepped into the water; it’s heat paled in comparison to Pierce. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Miraculously, Pierce was already downstairs by the time that she made it there; it could have had something to do with the pizza that Morgan had ordered. 
 
    She’d walked down into the kitchen to grab a bottle of water to find her brother and Pierce devouring slices of pizza at the countertop. 
 
    Her gaze had been drawn immediately to Pierce – both of them thinking… remembering the same thing. Her stare lingered for just a second, long enough that her brother had noticed. 
 
    “What did you give him that look for?” Morgan questioned, his tone already hardening protectively. 
 
    She had shrugged. “Just surprised that he was down here early is all; I expected to have to wait on him again.” 
 
    Nice, Ana. 
 
    It looked like the shower had at least cleared her mind enough to save her – and Pierce’s – ass. 
 
    “Where were you and Tash earlier?” she asked, taking a slice for herself and earning another questioning stare from her brother; she rarely ate pizza. 
 
    “I took her to lunch. Cyn had called and when they got off the phone she was pretty upset. Not sure what happened. She just kept asking me if I knew who was helping Sloane with the whole Sanchez thing.” 
 
    Morgan was too busy taking another bite to notice, but she saw Pierce’s eyes shadow at the mention of someone else helping their friend; her brother might not know anything, but of course, Pierce did. 
 
    She would have to make a suggestion to Tash later. 
 
    The doorbell rang, signaling the arrival of the last two people they were waiting for. 
 
    She wanted to get it, but before she could set her pizza down, Morgan had his hand up to stop her and was walking down the hall, leaving her and Pierce alone. Again. 
 
    The gorgeous man stood and walked around the corner of the counter, stopping next to her. 
 
    “You know that wasn’t enough,” he whispered hoarsely into her ear and she felt his finger trace down the length of her arm.  
 
    Her gaze darted to the hall and the sound of footsteps quickly approaching. 
 
    “It’s going to have to be,” she retorted, glaring at him to move away from her. 
 
    “It will never be,” he promised darkly. 
 
    Her eyes locked with his and her entire body warmed. Every cell was on fire with the need to believe him. And that was all the more reason not to. 
 
    And then he stepped around her, opening up the cabinet door to the garbage can to throw away his paper towel just as Morgan, Tony, and Gino walked into the room. 
 
    She immediately turned to the other men, plastering a smile on her face as she said, “Thanks for coming on such short notice, guys.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re here for, doll,” Tony replied with a wink. 
 
    As soon as the words were out of his mouth there was a loud bang as Pierce slammed the cabinet closed that housed the trash. When everyone turned to stare at him, he just shrugged and smirked, his gaze catching hers for a brief moment to make sure that she knew that this wasn’t the end of their discussion, but that this was the end of whatever Tony thought was going on between them. 
 
    “So, what’s the deal, Pierce?” Morgan interjected. “Sorry to steal your thunder, sis, but how does the one of us who is not supposed to be searching out information end up being the one who has it?” 
 
    Cinching her favorite white bouclé sweater over her, she turned to face that dark gaze again. “Pierce, if you would care to answer, enlighten all of us.” She arched an eyebrow and he quickly returned the look playfully before turning to the group, resting his elbow on the counter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He was enjoying this – probably far more than he should. But the way that she was trying to give him attitude knowing just how much she wanted him, only turned him on more.  
 
    He looked to the three eagerly waiting stares that cluttered the kitchen and sighed; time to get this show on the road. 
 
    “I met with a contact of mine this morning. He does a lot of different things for a lot of different people, but mostly what he does it make connections between buyer and sellers. In which case, if the thief is trying to sell the painting in this city, he would know about it.” He stood, crossing his arms over his chest. “So, while the entirety of the conversation was very enlightening, it turns out, he didn’t just know about it; he’s actually set up the event for her to meet with potential buyers.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Morgan said. “Well, that’s fucking fantastic. When is it? What is it?” 
 
    “Masked party at the Shard next weekend. Invite only.” 
 
    “I’m assuming that you’ll be getting us invites?” Tony interjected. 
 
    His eyes darkened and narrowed on the man as he walked over to the freezer, opening it to pull out the Grey Goose. “Anyone interested?” He had a feeling he was going to need it. 
 
    Morgan reached behind him for two glasses while the other two gentlemen abstained. 
 
    “What did he want in return for this information?” Ana questioned. 
 
    He should have known his perceptive princess would pick up on the details that he was choosing to leave out. 
 
    “He’s an old friend; I’ll owe him one.” Owe him one… thief. But that was more information than they needed to know. He quickly returned to Tony’s question. “Yes, I will be getting us invites.” He smirked. “But, by ‘us,’ I mean myself included.” 
 
    “Pierce—” Ana began, but he cut her off. 
 
    “Just hear me out, lest you end up having to apologize again.” His insinuation had her mouth close really quickly. “First off and most importantly, let me point out that without me, there is no way you will be able to get an invitation to this party. By the nature of the guests and transactions that are bound to occur, you would have to know someone involved to make that happen – and I’m the only one who does.” 
 
    “I think that we could—” Of course, his strong-willed sovereign would fight him on this. 
 
    “Ana, you had valid points the other day, but now so does he,” Morgan interrupted her. “We don’t know the right people to get an invitation before this coming weekend. Maybe if we had longer, but we don’t.” 
 
    The look on the rest of their faces said that he had a point and Ana ducked her head in submission. 
 
    “Second, you can be assured that she won’t be the only one there selling something. Without appearing like the cops that you are and trying to weed out every… ahh… vendor… there’s a good chance you won’t find her before the event ends. I, on the other hand, am quite familiar with her face regardless of whether she has a mask on or not.” 
 
    “So, then what do you propose we do?” Gino asked and Pierce could practically feel the reverberation through the air as Ana cringed. 
 
    “I’m so glad you asked.” He let a large smile open on his face, thoroughly enjoying his victory. “I will get us tickets to the event. We—” He pointed to Morgan and himself. “—will go as guests with dates and Tony and Gino will be our security. Now, while I need to be there to quickly weed through the possibilities, I don’t want to risk her remembering who I am even with a mask.” He paused here to glance at Ana to make sure she recognized that yes, in fact, he was concerned about his identity blowing the whole operation. “That means once I figure out who she is, Morgan, you will approach her about the sale.” 
 
    “Who’s going to be your date?” Morgan asked, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Tash, of course,” Pierce replied with a casual smile. 
 
    “Absolutely not. You can’t bring her into this, she’s been through enough.” Morgan shook his head. 
 
    “I can do it.” Tash’s voice echoed from the stairs as she stepped into the room. “Sorry, I heard my name; I was coming down for some water. I can go. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “Tash…” Morgan began to plead. 
 
    “I can,” she reassured him. “It’s just a party. I love parties. Plus, I’m going a little stir crazy here.” 
 
    “Shit. I don’t think this is a good idea, but fine. Tash, you can come, but she’s going as my date, Pierce. I don’t want you to get her caught up in anything; she’s still in a cast for Christ’s sake.” 
 
    “It’s only an air cast,” Tash murmured. 
 
    “Fine with me,” Pierce returned with a shrug, turning to face the woman he’d planned on having on his arm all along. “I guess I will escort the lovely Queen Ana then.” 
 
    She glared at him; she’d seen what he’d just done – playing on Morgan’s concern (and hero complex) for Tash to make him feel like Pierce taking her was his own idea. Had Pierce suggested it first, Morgan would have never let it happen. 
 
    “Ok, just hold on a minute,” she demanded. “I’m still in charge.” She continued to glower at Pierce before turning to the other woman. “Tash, I really appreciate it, truly. But, you’re still healing and not that I think it will be, but it could be dangerous. I would rather that you weren’t involved. There is no reason having a ‘date’ will make our appearance any more or less credible.” 
 
    “Ana, it’s really fine.” Tash pulled out one of the stools down by where Tony and Gino were standing and took a seat. “I hate to say it, but I disagree with you. I’ve been to this type of event before in my… previous life. Everyone brings a date – in fact, many of the parties that I went to was as a gay man’s date; that is how expected it is. And that’s all beside the fact that I would genuinely like to help.” She took a deep breath and Pierce could see that she was getting choked up at what was coming next. “You all have been very generous and kind in helping me… bringing me here… and I don’t take that lightly. In my mind this isn’t nearly enough, but if I’m able to return the favor and help you guys to some small extent, I would really like to do that. Please.” 
 
    Tash looked like she was about to break down in tears – and so did Ana for that matter. 
 
    “Plus, Your Majesty,” Pierce chimed in, “you’re so concerned about scaring this woman off… Who do you think she is more likely to approach – a single man or a man with a date? If I were a betting man – wait, I am a betting man.” He paused and let out a short, smart laugh, enjoying how Ana’s face continued to scrunch adorably in annoyance. “I would say that she’s more likely to want to do business with us if there is another woman involved.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    She knew that he was right. 
 
    “Ana…” Morgan pleaded. 
 
    “Yes, alright. I… agree… with what you are saying,” she responded reluctantly. “Fine. So, we will go in pairs.” She refused to look at him and acknowledge that she would be his date for the evening, instead continuing in a purely business fashion. 
 
    That was his Queen. 
 
    Only she wasn’t his and she never could be. 
 
    He would take from her because he couldn’t stop himself; he would take and take, even though he had nothing of himself to give. There was nothing left of him; they’d made sure of that. 
 
    So, he would take until he consumed her because that is all he was capable of. 
 
    “Tony and Gino, I want the two of you to be over-watch. We won’t be the only ones there for this painting and even though there is the façade of a party going on, we are talking about the illegal sale of a priceless piece of art; if they are willing to do that for a painting, I can’t trust what other lengths the buyers might go to in order to be the only one under consideration.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tony replied eagerly. Kiss-ass. 
 
    “Morgan.” She turned to her brother. “I want to try to drive the sale to you.” She held up her hand to Pierce as he started to protest. “The thief doesn’t know who he is. Mask or not, it will be safer if Morgan tries to make the purchase. I already agreed that you could be helpful in locating her, but putting you into direct contact could still jeopardize everything.” 
 
    “Fine,” he grumbled. 
 
    “You and Tash should try to stay centrally located, chatting with those nearest you. Meanwhile, I…we…” She rolled her eyes. “We will try to make our way through all of the guests as quickly as possible to identify who we are looking for and then can steer you in the right direction.” 
 
    “Works for me,” her twin responded. 
 
    “Pierce?” She turned to him, raising one of those perfectly-arched eyebrows of hers. 
 
    “Yes?” His hand came up to his chin and his thumb ran over his lower lip. He was playing dumb, but that was ok. He enjoyed making her squirm. And the way she subconsciously bit her lip, seeing him touching his, was worth every second of effort. 
 
    Releasing that delicious lip, she retorted, “Do you think you can adhere to the plan? Or should I be expecting you to go rogue again?” 
 
    He leaned back, resting his lower back on the edge of the counter, crossing his legs in front of him, and smiling devilishly at her. “Well, I did get us results, didn’t I? Plus, ‘rogue’ has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” Her expression was priceless. “Calm down.” He sighed, running his hand through his hair. “I will follow your every instruction, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Pierce.” Morgan growled at him – to which he just smiled and took a sip of his vodka. 
 
    Again, Ana sent her brother that same stare that he’d missed the other day – the one that said that she could handle herself; unfortunately, Mr. Overprotective was too busy doing just that to notice. 
 
    Although, was Morgan really over protective? 
 
    If he had a sister, he probably would do the same thing, Pierce thought. Then again, he didn’t have any family so he wasn’t sure he knew what any of those feelings were like.  
 
    “Mr. Lane.” Those enigmatic eyes returned to his. “Not only will we need those invitations, but by tomorrow I want to know more details about this event; we aren’t going in blind. I need to know how many other guests will be there, what room in the Shard it’s going to be in, how many other… vendors… are going to be there,” she stopped, realizing that she was rambling. “You get the idea. So, since you are so proud of your contacts, I would suggest you get to contacting because I want all of these details tomorrow so that we can prep. Otherwise, this whole idea is off and we will have to figure out another way.” 
 
    “But—” Morgan attempted to protest, but she interrupted him sternly. 
 
    “Morgan, thank you, but I can handle this.” She turned her gaze to Tony and Gino. “That means that I’ll meet with the two of you on Wednesday to go over logistics.” 
 
    They both nodded.  
 
    “I have a question,” Tash said before Ana could continue giving out her orders. “This might seem silly and I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I have anything to wear that it would seem like this party requires. I mean, you’re talking millions of dollars in stolen art… stolen goods… I think we need to go shopping.” 
 
    Pierce’s eyes narrowed as he watched Ana’s hand go up to her left shoulder subconsciously. She hadn’t even realized that she’d made the movement, but he did. And his mind began to wonder… 
 
    The sweaters, the style of clothes that completely covered her, the way her hands always gravitated to that side of her body. 
 
    There was something she was hiding and the one thing he knew for certain is that now that he’d tasted her, he would never be satisfied until he’d explored every inch of sweet skin and every secret that his seductive sovereign had. 
 
    “Right... Why don’t you and I head to Harrods on Thursday and then afterwards I can prepare you and Morgan for your roles? I want to make sure that you are absolutely comfortable with this, Tash.” 
 
    Pierce felt an unfamiliar warmth spread in his chest as he watched Ana insist on Tash’s comfort and safety first. It had happened several times since they arrived, most times when Ana looked over Tash as though she were her child – and as though her words were coming from experience. If he didn’t know any better, he would say that the warmth was a mix of pride in her actions and longing for someone to care… to have cared… about him that way. 
 
    But he was far too old and far too wise for that kind of hopeful thinking. 
 
    He’d had a mother and she hadn’t given two shits about him; she’d left him to die. 
 
    And most days, he wished he would have. 
 
    “Alright then.” Her shoulders sagged with a sigh. “I think we are done here for now, I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “See you Wednesday, boss.” Gino tipped his hat and headed for the door.  
 
    “Ana, could I talk to you for a minute?” Tony asked and the eagerly adoring look on his face made Pierce want to punch him. It wasn’t even the face; it was because of who the object of its affection was. 
 
    Overpowering possessiveness was another emotion he’d never experienced until Ana walked into his life and now, it seemed like he had the feeling in spades. 
 
    Watching Ana walk with that too-good motherfucker, Pierce poured himself another glass of vodka, trying not to let his snarl become evident. “Anyone else?” he asked before shutting the lid. 
 
    Morgan waved him off, his gaze also focused on the same golden halo of hair that was disappearing down the hall. 
 
    “I’m going to go up and take a nap,” Tash said, shaking her head and walking over closer to him. “Plus, from the look on your face, it seems like you’re the one who’s going to need most of that.” 
 
    He glared at her. 
 
    “Don’t give me that look,” she chuckled. “Feelings… who knew they could happen to the very best of us?” She put her hand on his shoulder in an attempt to accentuate her lighthearted attempt to calm him; it only made him angrier. 
 
    Until he saw Ana walk back into the kitchen, stopping short for a split second seeing Tash so close to him with her arm around him. 
 
    Their eyes locked and the only thing that he could think was that before he met Ana, making women jealous had been enjoyable. Now… now, there was no pleasure; he knew exactly the same hurt that flickered in her eyes and if it had been anyone but Tash, he would have shrugged her hand off and stepped away. But Tash was a friend… if he really had any of those. 
 
    Her arm dropped anyway almost immediately and she turned to go upstairs. 
 
    “So, what about me?” Pierce heard the deep, silken words roll off of his own tongue. “Don’t you want to meet with me?” 
 
    Immediately, he had the urge to spank that sweet ass of hers when she pursed her beautiful lips; they should never be forced into such a scrunched and disapproving face.  
 
    “Meet with you?” Morgan said, laughing, reminding them both that there was one more person in the room – his presence clouded with the heavy fog of their desire. “Yeah, Pierce, she probably wishes that she’d never met you.” 
 
    Neither of them broke their gaze to look at Morgan or acknowledge his statement. His hand clenched around the glass in his hand, raising the cool glass to his mouth and downing the rest of the liquid. 
 
    He tried to tell himself that the burn in his chest was from the alcohol and not from wondering if there was any truth to Morgan’s statement. 
 
    Friend or not, Morgan was about to learn the hard way that he would fight fire with fire. 
 
    “Fuck you, Morgan,” he said with a smile, finally levelling the other golden head with his darkening stare. He placed his cup in the sink before walking to the stairs, pausing to look at his golden goddess, whose face was flushed from her brother’s mocking comment. “Well, Ana, if you decide you do want to meet with me to curb my roguish thoughts, you know where to find me.” 
 
    And with that he began to climb the stairs, continuing to hear the conversation between the siblings below. 
 
    “What the hell was that supposed to mean, Ana?” Morgan asked. 
 
    “Seriously, Morgan,” Ana replied and Pierce could practically hear her rolling her eyes.  
 
    After that, he was too far away to decipher anything else. He made a beeline straight for his studio, needing to lose himself in something other than the conflicting emotions that the woman he shouldn’t want was making him feel. 
 
    Yeah, Morgan’s comment was snide but he probably would have said the same thing. What really made Pierce angry was the fact that he felt like he deserved it; he’d just had his hand down Ana’s pants and Morgan had no idea. 
 
    If he did, he would kill him – and rightfully so. 
 
    Who would be happy at the thought of their sister sleeping with the devil? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Ana!” Her brother’s voice stopped her short as she entered the expansive hallway.  
 
    She’d just gone out to the gym after pacing around the house all day waiting for Pierce. 
 
    Her first mistake. 
 
    She should have known that he would do something like this. Instead, she’d made her way down to the kitchen early hoping to catch him. After achieving the Guinness Book of World Record’s award for longest amount of time spent making scrambled eggs, she finally gave up and went and ate in her room – her ears still on high alert for anyone making their way down the stairs. 
 
    But nothing. 
 
    So then, after bringing her plate back downstairs, she set up her iPad on the kitchen counter and attempted to work for a little. 
 
    Because he had to come down for lunch at some point. 
 
    She worked for almost an hour before clicking off the screen in frustration; it seemed that Pierce was intent on not making an appearance this morning… afternoon… possibly even at all today; even though she’d explicitly told him that she wanted him to provide her with certain necessary information. 
 
    That’s it. 
 
    She knew it was probably going to seem like a bad idea in retrospect, but she didn’t care. She stalked up to the third floor and pounded on his door, calling his name.  
 
    No response. 
 
    She tried again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She’d even put her ear to the door to listen for any signs of life inside but to no avail; he must really not be here. With a sigh of frustration, she went back down to her own room to change. She needed to get out of the house, otherwise she was going to drive herself crazy impatiently waiting to talk to him. 
 
    Or waiting to see him. 
 
    She insisted to herself that it was only because she’d demanded this information that she was intent on speaking with him, vehemently denouncing the nagging thought that it was only because she wanted to be alone with him again with the hopes that he would kiss her and touch her like he had before. 
 
    No, that was definitely not it. 
 
    So, she’d gone out and gone to the gym, distracted herself by strolling down Regent Street for a few blocks, and finally stopped at the market on her way home and picked up a few things to make shrimp scampi; her pace quickened as she got closer, eager to know if her tormenter had decided to return home yet. 
 
    “What’s up?” she asked, making sure the door was shut behind her before watching her brother walk down the stairs and approach her.  
 
    “Tash and I are going to go catch a movie, want to come?” 
 
    “A movie?” It sounded dumb, even to her own ears, but she hadn’t been to a movie in… well, probably since she’d been with Shane. Morgan nodded. “I… ahh… I think I’ll pass. I got some stuff to make myself dinner; plus, I have a lot of stuff to prepare for this weekend.” 
 
    Morgan shrugged. “Alright, whatever, sis.” 
 
    “Wait, you and Tash?” She arched an eyebrow at her twin. 
 
    His face mirrored hers before he responded, “Yes, and no. It’s not like that… trust me. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s great, but I think she has someone else on her mind.” He paused here just long enough for Ana to find that familiar sinking feeling in her stomach; her concern over whatever existed between Tash and Pierce further solidifying inside of her. “She’s been pretty upset. I just want to get her out of the house. Plus, I want to see the new Star Wars movie.” 
 
    Ana swallowed over the lump in her throat, her eyes leaving her brother’s. “Sounds like fun,” she managed to get out. “Let me know how it is.” And then with a short smile, she walked past him towards the kitchen, trying to focus on the task of putting her groceries away instead of the burning pain that was beginning to spread along with all of the doubts in her mind. 
 
    She put some of the other miscellaneous goods away and then began to get out what she needed to make herself dinner. Just as she finished filling the pot with water, she heard the front door shut, assuming that it was Tash and Morgan leaving. 
 
    She set the pot on top of the large gas stove and turned the burner on high. She moved to give her attention to peeling shrimp when the sinfully handsome man with his hip propped against the island and his arms crossed over his expansive chest seared every other thought from her mind with his darkly burning stare. 
 
    “Pierce.” His name came out breathlessly on her lips and she wished she could kick herself. 
 
    “Ana.” Meanwhile, hers rolled off his tongue with a practiced ease whose seductive tone could – and probably – had made women come just from hearing it alone. “What are you making us?” 
 
    His assumption jarred her back to reality and she blinked before mimicking his stance – arms crossing over her chest. 
 
    “I’m making myself shrimp scampi.” 
 
    “What? You didn’t buy enough for me?” he asked, pretending to be in shock. “I thought we were a team; I thought we were partners.” 
 
    “Oh, did you?” she returned smartly. “Well, partner, where have you been all day? I told you that I needed information from you, but instead, you’ve been out all day gallivanting and doing God knows what. 
 
    Or God knows whom. 
 
    She winced at the thought. 
 
    Stop it, Ana. You don’t care; you can’t. 
 
    He chuckled, stepping closer to her. She didn’t back down, thankfully; however, she couldn’t stop her eyes from skimming over his imposing form. Today, he just had on dark jeans and a black V-neck t-shirt. It was nothing as fancy as the suit he’d been wearing the other day, yet somehow, he managed to look just as devilishly sexy.  
 
    “While I’m flattered that you are so impressed with my information gathering skills of yesterday, unfortunately, it doesn’t always work out that quickly or that easily. It took me a little time today to find out everything that you asked for, Princess.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” she asked in disbelief, even though it was perfectly logical. 
 
    “Mmm,” he murmured in agreement, returning her assessment by letting that dark gaze of his trail languorously down over her, leaving a trail of goosebumps in his wake. “Yes, indeed. And then, I even went as far as to go over to the Shard and convince the delightful concierge, Linda, to give me a private tour of the room where the party is going to be.” 
 
    Now, his stare returned to her along with a devilish smile. 
 
    He was waiting for a reaction. 
 
    And she was doing her damnedest not to give him one in spite of the way her body revolted thinking about just what exactly the woman gave him a tour of. 
 
    “How nice of her.” She smirked. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself while managing to accomplish something.” And then she grabbed the carton of shrimp off the counter next to them and turned to the left to the sink. 
 
    Turning her back to him was a mistake. 
 
    She felt him an instant later, standing just behind her, a delicious shiver running up her spine at his proximity. 
 
    And then he leaned closer. “Not as much as I enjoyed you.” 
 
    And then, that shiver turned into an earthquake as her body vibrated instantly with desire. 
 
    Focus, Ana. 
 
    “Well,” she began breathlessly, “I’m still waiting to hear what you’ve learned.” 
 
    “And I’m very eager to share it with you,” he said softly next to her neck. An instant later she felt the lightest touch of his hand at the top of her spine, his fingers beginning to trail lightly down the center of her back. “However, I’m quite hungry and I’m not sure that I can accurately remember everything that I’ve learned until I get some food.” 
 
    Of course. 
 
    “But, since it seems like you don’t have enough to share with me, I’m going to have to find something on my own… and who knows how long that could take.” Ana could practically hear the small smile of victory as he said those last words. 
 
    She pursed her lips, partly annoyed at having her hand forced, mostly annoyed because she’d known she was going to cook for him the second she’d seen him in the kitchen. 
 
    And even worse… she wanted to. 
 
    “Fine,” she huffed, faking the response that he was waiting for before she turned to face him. 
 
    Mistake. 
 
    Red sirens went off in her head – whether they were in warning or in anticipation, she didn’t want to contemplate. His hands were now on either side of her, resting on the countertop ledge in front of the sink, his face only a breath away from hers. 
 
    She stared into those dark eyes, her prepared retort falling away as she lost herself in the black depths of his desirous gaze. 
 
    She’d expected to find his smug, victorious expression when she’d turned. Instead, his face was tight and harsh with the same need that she was trying to ignore. 
 
    And then, his hands reached up to cup the sides of her face, his eyes focused solely on her lips. 
 
    “Ana,” he rasped. “Your mouth tastes like heaven.” 
 
    His lips crushed hers, his tongue demanding entrance through their pearly gates. 
 
    She gasped, immediately opening up to him. Ana moaned under the onslaught of his mouth. She should have seen this coming, but she continued to let his desire for her be a surprise; it was safer that way. 
 
    He drank from her mouth like he had the day prior – like an addict craving his next fix of her singular brand of drug. 
 
    And she was no better. 
 
    She yearned for his touch, for his desire, for the way he made her feel so incredibly wanted. 
 
    Their tongues dueled, hers no longer timid like it had been yesterday. Today, she knew what to expect and she wanted it a thousand times over. 
 
    Minutes ticked on. 
 
    It wasn’t until the sound of the water sizzling off of the stove as it boiled over the rim of the pot registered in her pleasure-infused mind that she pulled back from him. Her eyes met the dark, stormy desire in his. 
 
    “Why do you keep doing that?” she whispered. 
 
    A smile slowly spread from the corners of his oh-so-talented mouth. “For the same reason you keep letting me, Princess.” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “Well, I’m not just going to cook for you with no help on your part,” she huffed, pushing the container of raw shrimp that she’d been holding against him. “Everyone else might let you walk all over them, but not me.” 
 
    His head bent down again, but this time to the side of her face to whisper, “Trust me, Princess, there are a great many things I want to do all over you… walking isn’t one of them.” 
 
    Ana felt the heat rising to her face… and between her thighs. 
 
    She needed not to be so close to him; otherwise, she was going to wind up begging him to take her on the kitchen floor. 
 
    Pierce grinned down at her as though he knew what she’d just been thinking. 
 
    “Peel and rinse the shrimp,” she instructed curtly, not waiting for him to take the container from her, setting it on the countertop and moving quickly to the stove to address the overflowing pot of water. 
 
    Calming the bubbling brew, she stirred in the pasta, making sure that the water was at a steady, rolling boil before she hazarded a glance at her sinful sous-chef. Her eyes caught him just before he dropped a shrimp into the sink with a curse. 
 
    A laugh escaped from her before she could stop it. 
 
    Mr. Tall, Dark, Handsome, and Confident was holding a singular raw shrimp over the sink, trying to figure out how to get it out of the shell. Hearing the soft sound of her chuckle, his frustrated gaze switched its subject from the shellfish to herself. 
 
    “What?” he bit out grumpily, only adding to her entertainment. 
 
    “Where do I begin?” she teased. “First, I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you so frustrated before… and all because of a shrimp.” 
 
    “Have you seen me around you?” he returned. 
 
    “Mmm… I don’t think even I have made you that frustrated.” 
 
    He muttered something else and she could have sworn it was “You would know if you saw me every morning.” But, at the risk of delaying dinner – and all rationality – any further, she continued with a safer course of conversation. 
 
    “And second, you look like you have no idea what you are doing.” She giggled again. 
 
    When was the last time she giggled? 
 
    He scowled at her and she bit her lip to stop herself from laughing harder at his distress. 
 
    “Well, that’s probably because I have no fucking idea what I’m doing. Any chance that Your Majesty would like to show me how the hell I’m supposed to peel these before I feed them all to the garbage disposal instead?” 
 
    She sighed. As much as she wanted to continue to watch him struggle – because it was refreshingly entertaining – she walked back over to him in the interest of not starving either of them tonight. 
 
    “Here,” she said, picking another prawn out of the container. Grabbing a paring knife, she showed him how to slice along the bottom of the shrimp, creating a relieving incision so she could then peel the shell off the main body of the shrimp and then pull it completely off with the tail. “And that’s how it’s done.” 
 
    He grumbled and took the knife from her hand. Ana tried not to shudder visibly at the spark that radiated through her. 
 
    Turning quickly, she walked back over to her safe spot by the stove. Turning on another burner, she heated oil and butter in a frying pan. 
 
    “How do you not know how to peel shrimp?” she couldn’t resist asking. “I would think that Pierce Almighty would know everything.” 
 
    “I don’t cook. So, there is no reason for me to know anything.” 
 
    “You never cooked?” she wondered incredulously. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How did you survive?” 
 
    He just laughed sardonically, shaking his head. He walked towards her and set the bowl full of peeled shrimp on the counter next to her. “Done.” 
 
    Ana just nodded, unsure of what to say. Taking the shrimp, she began to lay them one by one into the sizzling pan, watching as their gray color began to change immediately to a pinkish-white. 
 
    “Do you like to cook?” he surprised her by asking, instead of letting the awkward silence continue.  
 
    “I do.” She began to flip some of the shrimp over. “It’s one thing that I’m good at.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are good at a lot of things, Princess.” 
 
    She spun around to face him; he’d moved back and was leaning against the island, watching her. Eyes wide, she said, “Is that a… compliment?” 
 
    He scowled at her. “I never said you weren’t good at anything.” 
 
    “No, I just don’t know that I’ve ever heard a compliment come out of your mouth as of yet,” she retorted. “I’d begun to assume that your standards were just too impossible to meet.” 
 
    “Nope.” Again, with the sardonic laugh. “Just never cared about anyone meeting them before.” 
 
    Her breath caught and her heart did a flip. 
 
    Was he implying that he cared about her? 
 
    No, it couldn’t be. He didn’t care about anyone – or anything. 
 
    “Your timer is about to go, Princess.” He nodded to the stove behind her, just as the buzzer went off violently. 
 
    Her frantic heartbeat matched the obnoxious noise. She grabbed her potholders and pulled the pasta from the stove.  
 
    “Why do you do that?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Call me ‘Princess’ or ‘Your Majesty’ or whatever else you’ve come up with.” 
 
    “Let me do that,” he insisted, his arms reaching in front of her to take the pot from her hands. 
 
    “Pierce, it’s hot…” she trailed off as the weight was removed from her hands. He deftly took the burning handles in his grasp and didn’t even wince. He dumped the pasta and the water into the colander that was sitting in the other half of the sink as she watched dumbly. 
 
    Setting the pot down on the granite counter next to the sink, his eyes returned to hers and he raised an eyebrow. “What?” 
 
    “Wasn’t that hot?” 
 
    “I’m sure it was, but I’ve felt worse.”  
 
    Ana heard his words but it was the darkness that spread over his face that worried her. Like his scar, there was a story much more sinister inside of him; and instead of her usual overwhelming urge to know about something, the only thing that she felt was her desire to ease his pain. 
 
    She closed the distance between them and grabbed his hands with hers. He stared at her unexpected move, watching as she hesitantly flipped his hands over to look at his palms. No scars, no wounds, no nothing. Only slightly red from the heat that they’d just held. But still, she knew that sometimes the scars that hurt the most are the ones that can’t be seen. She remained almost in a trance as her fingers rubbed over his palms. 
 
    She had no idea what she was doing; all she knew was that she needed to do it, she needed to touch him. 
 
    One of the shrimp popped on the stove behind her and pulled her from her daze. She dropped his hands and returned to the stove without meeting his eyes, having no explanation for what she’d just done. 
 
    “I call you those nicknames,” he began hoarsely, “because you are always needing to be in control of everyone and everything around you. You make the rules and everyone has to obey.” 
 
    “Except you.” She turned off the stove, taking the frying pan off of the heat. 
 
    “I’m doing what you’ve asked me to do,” he replied, pretending to be offended. 
 
    “Only after you did what I told you not to.” She sent him a look that dared him to try and deny it. “I’d be foolish to believe that doing what I asked was the only thing that you’ve done today… or the only thing that you are going to continue to do.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a smile spread over his face. 
 
    “If you don’t believe me, you could always handcuff me to your side…” He trailed off huskily. “Although I’m not sure if that would just encourage a whole different kind of naughty behavior.” 
 
    Again, heat roared through her body, throwing her off guard. She decided that ignoring the insinuation was the best thing to do and moved to open the cupboard to grab two bowls. 
 
    “Let me.” She heard him say just before she felt the hard heat of his body press against her side as he reached up around her to grab the dishes that she’d been eyeing. 
 
    Ana bit her lip, suppressing a moan that wanted to escape her. 
 
    Thankfully, as soon as the bowls were on the counter, he stepped back and she could breathe again. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    She made quickly work of plating their portions, setting the bowls on the countertop, pushing one in his direction.  
 
    He picked up the bowl and with a devilish smile turned towards the stairs. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she blurted out. 
 
    “To eat in my room,” he replied, moving up another step. 
 
    “You still haven’t told me what I asked for.” 
 
    “Right,” he said with a fake sigh. “Looks like you’ll just have to follow me then if you really want to know.” 
 
    He disappeared into the stairwell and Ana stood there on the precipice of a decision – to follow him or not. 
 
    It was a decision that was already made. 
 
    She only hesitated because she couldn’t fathom why he made it feel so good to be making all the wrong choices. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    He’d just opened the door to his room when he heard her soft footsteps following him up the stairwell. 
 
    Another gamble that he’d been unsure of winning. 
 
    Why was it he was always willing to risk a loss with her? For her? 
 
    He shook off the thought as he waited just inside the door for her to catch up, the displeased look on her face bringing a smile to his. 
 
    She wanted to be there – she wouldn’t have made the choice to come otherwise. 
 
    “We can eat in the sitting room,” he said. 
 
    “As long as I don’t have to look at a naked woman while doing it.” 
 
    He grimaced. He couldn’t blame her for her sarcastic retort – or for the way that she glanced around his room as though she expected a naked woman to jump out from behind every corner. 
 
    “Ana—” he began, the need to apologize for that rushing through him again, but still, she wouldn’t let him. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t be eating up here at all. What if you get something on the furniture?” she asked. He didn’t even have time to think about how he wanted to answer before she continued with another question. “So, you don’t know how to cook, but you do know how to make your bed perfectly?” 
 
    His jaw tensed, but she was walking behind him so at least she couldn’t see his discomfort. 
 
    “When you don’t sleep in the bed, you don’t have to worry about making it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you sleep in it? Where do you sleep?” 
 
    “On the couch,” he answered as they walked into the sitting room where she could see the blanket and pillow that were strewn on the settee – his makeshift bed. “I told you, I don’t like beds.” 
 
    “Why not?” she persisted. 
 
    He spun to face her, levelling her with a hard stare that stopped her short. “Because I almost died in one.” Her mouth parted slightly and all he wanted to do was kiss every other question out of her mind, but he was hungry and he imagined that she was too. 
 
    This wasn’t the time to even think about his past – let alone share it. No one needed to hear what his mother had done. No one needed to hear how he’d almost bled to death. No one needed to hear about the part of his life that showed him that while love may exist, it didn’t exist for him. 
 
    No one needed to hear that shit. Especially not Ana. Especially not now. 
 
    And not ever if he had anything to say about it. 
 
    “Sit. Eat.” He instructed, nodding over to the couch where he usually slept and for once, she listened to him. 
 
    He didn’t follow her, instead sitting in the wooden arm chair that he usually painted from. 
 
    They sat in silence for a few minutes as they ate. 
 
    “This is really good, Ana,” he said between bites; he’d hardly seen her put much into the pan and yet it was one of the most delicious meals that he’d ever had. 
 
    Her eyes that had been wandering in the room, just beginning to take in the sight of the canvases, easels, palettes, and brushes scattered throughout the space, returned to his at his words.  
 
    “Thank you,” she replied softly, about to take another bite before she paused to ask. “Is this all of your stuff? Have you been painting in here?” 
 
    He nodded and with a tight smile replied, “Don’t worry; I’m being very careful of the furniture, Princess.” 
 
    He was telling the truth; there were drop cloths over most of the carpet in the room. There was also a drop cloth over the stack of portraits of her that he’d been unable to stop himself from working on. 
 
    “So, let me guess, you’ve always loved cooking.” 
 
    “No.” A look crossed her face that told him he wasn’t going to like what she was about to say. “My ex-fiancé liked when I cooked, so I learned how to.” 
 
    Now, it was his turn to be shocked. He didn’t know she’d been engaged before. Part of him wanted to murder the man – not for whatever he’d done or not done to make him an ‘ex,’ but because he’d touched her, he’d touched something that Pierce viewed as his own. The other part of him wanted to thank the man for doing whatever he’d done to make him part of her past; otherwise, she wouldn’t be here with him now. 
 
    Both parts, however, wanted to know the ‘why.’ 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Her eyes darted up to his and she was silent for a moment. He took the last bite of his meal, chewing slowly so that she knew he was going to wait for an answer to this one. 
 
    “He cheated on me,” she replied softly. 
 
    His fork clattered into his bowl and it took every ounce of his will to not chuck the entire thing across the room in rage. 
 
    He changed his mind. He didn’t want to thank the man for what he’d done; he wanted to murder him. 
 
    “However,” she continued before he could, “I didn’t come up here so that you could get more information out of me.” She set her bowl down onto the cloth on the floor and crossed her arms over her chest. “I came up here because you are supposed to be sharing details with me.” 
 
    He wanted to press, but he was already pushing his luck with having her up here in the first place. 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness.” He sighed, picking up his sketchpad off of the floor and lazily putting it on the easel in front of him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Her eyes narrowed on him. 
 
    “Nothing. Just sketching while I talk; it helps me think.” He winked at her. 
 
    “Location. What did you find out?” 
 
    “Venue space is on the thirty-fourth floor of the building – part of the Shangri-La Hotel. Guest list is at seventy. Over half are staying in the hotel that night.” 
 
    “How did you find that out?” 
 
    “What can I say? Linda was easily persuaded.” He didn’t need to tell her that the concierge was a lovely sixty-plus year-old woman who was only so helpful because Pierce had told her he was planning on proposing to his girlfriend at this party and so he wanted to get the lay of the land and how many people it could accommodate. 
 
    “What else?” She refused to acknowledge his comment. 
 
    “So far, there are at least ten other ‘vendors,’ as you like to call them, that will be present. A few of them are selling paintings, the rest I’m not sure about. The room is completely open, windows covering almost half of it, so the two entrances are condensed onto one side of the room.” 
 
    “Perfect. I can have Tony and Gino by each one then.” 
 
    He nodded. “The concierge wasn’t quite sure how the room will be set up, but there’s going to be a bar, string quartet, small dance floor, and then small tables interspersed throughout. 
 
    “Did you get the invitations?” 
 
    “I did,” he confirmed. 
 
    “Can I see them?” 
 
    “No,” he refused flatly. 
 
    “Why not? 
 
    “Because you will try to find a way to go without me.” 
 
    “We already discussed why you should be there,” Ana replied. 
 
    “And I’ve insisted that from the beginning, but that hasn’t stopped you.” 
 
    “How do I know you won’t try to do the same thing?” she returned hotly. 
 
    “Because, Princess, I’m looking for more reasons to keep you within arm’s reach,” he answered hoarsely, unable to stop the desire from coming out in his voice. “And this way, I know you’ll be forced to keep me in your sights.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    This was the time for her to stand up and leave. 
 
    Their hunger had been addressed. Her request for information had been addressed. The only thing that remained unsatisfied was their desire. 
 
    It was definitely time to leave. 
 
    She stood – it was a start. 
 
    Ana watched those smoldering eyes widen slightly, wondering if she was really about to leave; they dared her to do it – to walk out on the electricity between them that was about to catch fire. 
 
    Her feet took determined steps towards the door as her body begged her to be carried into the darkness. She’d almost made it when she heard her name. 
 
    “Ana.” It was barely there – barely a caress on the air around her. Maybe she’d imagined it – her mind willing her to hear what her body wanted. Whatever it was, it stopped her. 
 
    Ever so slowly she turned towards the handsome devil who had ensnared her – the man who made it feel like a sin to push him away. 
 
    She’d tried to be strong. She’d tried to rule over him in an attempt to control her feelings; she’d failed. He wanted her. 
 
    Pierce. Wanted. Her. 
 
    Out of all the women he’d had – he could have – there he stood, her name on his lips, begging for her. 
 
    “Wow… how did you… That’s…” she trailed off, momentarily distracted by the sketch he’d done of her. Before she could think the better of it, she was standing at his side, tilting up the sketch paper to take a better look at his work. 
 
    “Did you not believe that I was that good?” he asked with a small laugh. 
 
    “No… yes… I don’t know.” She shook her head, her fingers reaching out to lightly trace over the lines of her face. “I think it was easier to believe that it was only your pride speaking when you insisted on your talents.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “There may be certain skills of mine that I might inflate, but, Princess, there are two talents of mine that I don’t exaggerate: painting and pleasure.” 
 
    Her eyes darted to his, heat searing up her spine at his words. After earlier, and now this, she didn’t doubt him. 
 
    She saw out of the corner of her eye as he set the paper down next to him, his gaze still locked with hers as he slowly drew to his full height in front of her. 
 
    Her mind screamed at her to ‘be strong.’ 
 
    Her body begged her to be seduced. 
 
    It was too bright in the room and the way he was looking at her told her that giving in completely was going to open up her scars – literally and figuratively; and that wasn’t a possibility. 
 
    So, she compromised. 
 
    “I want to draw you.” Her voice, while husky, came out with a resolute firmness. 
 
    She’d taken art classes in college. At first, it had been a joke between her and some of her friends – a fun elective that included fine, male specimens to stand before them in the nude. Then she’d realized that she wasn’t half-bad – not nearly as good as Pierce, but not half-bad. It was right about that point when Shane had entered her life and told her that he didn’t want her involved in any class that required her to look at other naked men; at the time, she thought his jealousy was adorable. Now, she realized it was just the start of how his control had begun to seep into her life. 
 
    He hadn’t said anything about the art history classes though. Apparently, looking at nakedness was acceptable as long as it was in ancient and printed form. So, her electives became concentrated to those classes, in spite of Shane’s frequent attempts to guilt her into doing something that would be more useful for her… “for them” … for him. It had been as far away from her major – paralegal – as possible and she’d almost dropped all interest in art several times, but after everything that happened with Shane, she was glad that she hadn’t; she was glad that she’d kept that for herself. It was one of the few things that she hadn’t lost to him. And it had given her some background when she’d started her current job; it was one of the reasons that she’d applied for it. 
 
    “What?” He practically growled, his dark eyes boring into hers. 
 
    “Do you think you’re the only one who can draw?” She didn’t back down. “I want to draw you.” 
 
    An eyebrow raised. “As you wish.” He stepped back and held out his arms. “Where do you want me?” 
 
    “On the couch.” Right where she had just been sitting. “And take off your shirt.” 
 
    That request earned her a scowl, but no smart remark. 
 
    He moved over to the couch, unbuttoning his shirt as he walked. 
 
    Ana tried to keep herself from salivating as the fabric dropped to the floor, revealing a wide, sculpted back, just before he turned to face her and she again saw the jagged scar that cut his chest in two. Following its puckered line led her gaze down to the front of his pants and the fabric that strained over the evidence of his desire. 
 
    Goosebumps covered her body at the thought. Feeling wanted was addictive; there was no question about it. 
 
    She swallowed thickly as he sat down, lounging back against the couch, and she had to bite her tongue to keep from asking what happened.  
 
    Roles reversed, she reached down to pick up the sketch pad that he’d discarded, taking a seat in his chair. 
 
    “Have you always been this bossy?” his voice rumbled over to her. 
 
    “No.” It had come as a result of Shane. Being bossy kept people at a distance and that was… is… what she needed. “Have you always been this cocky?” 
 
    “Yes,” he smirked at her and she just rolled her eyes. “Do you really know how to draw or was this just an excuse for you to ask me to get naked?” 
 
    Now, it was her turn to glare at him.  
 
    “I do really know how to draw. Although, not as well as you; I will admit to that,” she replied calmly, the pencil beginning to move in short, hesitant strokes over the paper; she hadn’t done this in a very long time. “When did you learn?” 
 
    A shadow passed over his face. “Sometime around high school.” 
 
    “Did your parents put you in a class? I’m sure that your talent was evident back then.” 
 
    This time, he laughed outright. Except it was a harsh laugh, and the words that followed were even harsher. “No. My therapist forced me to do it – some sort of attempt to make me cope.” 
 
    Her pencil froze, her fears over what that scar meant becoming more and more prominent. 
 
    She hazarded a glance at him and the expression on his face made her heart ache. His emotions had overcome him and he’d said too much and for a second, the pain of that recollection and admission was etched into his features. It was quickly covered with a stare that told her further questioning was going to put her on a dangerous path. 
 
    “Why did you have a therapist so young?” she all but whispered, part of her mind engrossed with her drawing which allowed the other part to continue her interrogation without realizing the repercussions of her questions. 
 
    “Court appointed,” he bit out. 
 
    “Why?” she returned. 
 
    No response. 
 
    Her eyes squinted at the paper, trying to get his mouth just right as the questions just continued to flow from her lips with no regard for the havoc they wreaked.  
 
    “Does it have to do with your scar?” 
 
    No response – not that she waited long before continuing. “What is your scar from?” 
 
    “Where they cut out my heart,” he replied hoarsely. Her gaze immediately went to his, wide with shock. He wasn’t serious, was he? “Seriously? Not really, Ana. Don’t worry, I’m not the tin-man, I still have a heart – at least the anatomic one.” 
 
    Her heart began to beat again, this time with a steady thump of frustration for his teasing her like that 
 
    “Why do you do that? Why do you continue to push people away as soon as they try to get close?” she asked angrily, the pencil beginning to move more harshly over the paper. “Even before that? Why do you go against everything that you are asked to do? Even when it’s for your own benefit? Why do you push back against everyone who wants to help you – who wants to care? Why do you purposely try to hurt people who care about you?” The questions flew from her mouth with an angry vengeance. 
 
    She shouldn’t be angry at him – this was typical for Pierce – and her questions proved that. It was her fault for wanting to know more about a man who would take those secrets to his grave. She was the one to blame for trying to get close to someone who only hurt those he was closest to. She was in the wrong and Morgan had even warned her; she’d chosen not to listen. 
 
    “Because,” he roared, “there’s no good reason for them to stay and the sooner that they realize that, the better.” 
 
    “What happened to you, Pierce?” Her voice broke with regret and defeat, all anger leaving her as she heard his heartbreaking answer. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Enough, Ana.” The pencil veered at his tone. “I… can’t… I’m sorry…” 
 
    He was sitting up now, leaning forward, his head looking down at the floor as his hands gripped the edge of the couch on either side of his legs. At the sight of him, she immediately regretted her words. Pierce looked like he was in the midst of a battle – a battle to defeat horrible memories that she’d unleashed. His eyes were focused on the floor and Ana could tell that he was losing. 
 
    Setting the pad and pencil down, she padded her bare feet over to stand in front of him, immediately dropping to her knees between his legs. 
 
    Finally, his eyes looked at her, their black depths drowning in anguish. “You should go,” he rasped.  
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not leaving, Pierce. I’m not leaving you.” She’d been so stunned by his show of emotions that she hadn’t even realized her own until she heard the thickness in her voice from the tears that had begun to spill from her eyes. 
 
    “Fuck. Don’t pity me, Ana,” he said harshly. 
 
    Her tear-filled eyes raised to his. “I don’t pity you,” she said thickly. “I wish I could be like you.” She wished she could control her emotions like he could. She wished she could just take from others what she needed to make her feel better without risking anything in the process. She wished she could not want more from life… from love… from him.  
 
    His right hand came up to cup the side of her face. “You don’t want to be like me, Princess.” A softer thread made its way into his tone as his thumb brushed over her quivering lower lip. “You deserve so much more than me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for upsetting you,” she whispered, trying to blink back her tears even though the action just made them fall faster. 
 
    “Don’t…” He shook his head, his hand dropping from her face. “Don’t fucking be sorry, Ana. I’m the asshole. I’m sorry. And you should go before I do something else that I’ll regret. Please.” 
 
    Seeing the pain and anguish on his face, seeing just how hard he was trying to save her from himself, she knew she couldn’t leave. And she knew there was only one way to get him on board with that. 
 
    “I’ll forgive you and I’ll leave, but I need you to do one thing first.” 
 
    A small laugh escaped his lips. “Always demanding…” He sighed. “What do you want Ana? The tickets?” 
 
    She bit her lip, a thrill shooting through her as the small action vibrated through his body, desire tensing over every muscle. 
 
    And then she said, “One kiss.” 
 
    Pierce might have been the devil, but sometimes, good girls like her needed some bad in their lives; she needed a little bit of that alluring darkness to break through the pristine shell that was slowly suffocating her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    One kiss. 
 
    Pierce groaned. 
 
    She was going to be the death of him. 
 
    One fucking kiss. 
 
    It was the cherry on top of everything unexpected that was happening to him tonight. 
 
    First, the question about his bed. He’d never told anyone that he’d almost died – almost bled out from the cut of the knife – in a bed and that’s why he could no longer sleep in them. He could barely touch them without his body going haywire. 
 
    Then, she’d asked to draw him. 
 
    He’d gotten that request before and he could count on one hand the number of times he’d acquiesced to it. Usually, it was a pointless ploy to further along the sexual part of an evening – but not with Ana. No, she’d actually sat down and become engrossed in the sketch. And he’d wanted her – wanted her attention – to the point where she’d asked questions that he’d never in a million years would have pictured himself answering, but he did. Something inside of him compelled him to share those parts of his past with her. 
 
    Unfortunately, reaching inside for those responses had also brought back up memories that reliving would either kill him or cure him; it was a fifty-fifty shot. And since he only took bets that he knew were a sure thing, he knew he needed to cut the conversation short. He needed to close up the Pandora’s box that she’d opened.  
 
    It was at that point that she chose to ask about his scar and his vision went red.  
 
    His chest burned. It burned so painfully that he wanted to scream; he wanted to punch something. He needed to get it out and he was afraid that all of that pain and rage was going to be loosed on her. It was why he needed her to leave. Hell, every minute of this evening should have told her she needed to leave. No – forget leave – she never should have followed him here in the first place. 
 
    And yet, she stayed. She stayed and talked and drew and made him want to tell her things that made him hate himself. It made him want to be healed. It made him want to be better. 
 
    It also made him acutely aware of just how much damage he could do to her when she realized that he was beyond repair. 
 
    He liked games. He liked pushing people’s buttons. He liked to hurt people enough to try to push them away. But the thought of doing those things to her was beyond comprehension. 
 
    So, he’d told her to leave.  
 
    And his beautiful, stubborn, demanding Queen responded with ‘one kiss.’ 
 
    His fingers dug harder now into the couch – a poor substitution for the soft, golden woman kneeling in front of him. Their eyes were locked and he fought against himself to do the right thing – to force her to leave the room and to leave him. 
 
    He was only going to destroy her… like he did everything else. 
 
    Ana deserved Prince fucking Charming, not his damned self.  
 
    God, he was such an ass. But he had no control when it came to her; her wish was his command. One kiss, though, and then she had to leave. 
 
    “For you,” he rasped, “anything.” 
 
    Before he could even take a breath, her lips were on his and all rational thought was lost. 
 
    Pure, innocent, and sweet – her mouth tasted exactly as he remembered it. 
 
    This time, he didn’t have to coax her tongue, she was ready and waiting for his. His hands came up to her face, tilting her head back to give him deeper access to her mouth. 
 
    “Ana,” he moaned her name. A plea. A prayer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She barely registered him saying her name. All she knew was that his mouth was briefly parted from hers and that was unacceptable. She wanted more of him. 
 
    And she wanted to give him more. 
 
    Earlier, he had given her something beautiful, something she didn’t think possible for herself; he’d given her something more than he would ever know. And now she was going to return that as very best as she could. 
 
    There was the twinge of self-doubt, knowing just how many women Pierce had been with and how many of them had probably done what she was about to. But she couldn’t think about that now or she would back herself into a corner of insecurity. Her relationship with Shane had deteriorated, especially their intimate one, but if there was one thing that he had wanted on a semi-regular basis from her… if there was one thing that she had been able to please him with… it had been her mouth. 
 
    After what he had done, she’d sworn that she would never want to do this for anyone ever again – to give so selflessly. But when she looked up and saw Pierce, tortured and tormented from telling her things that he’d clearly never spoken of before, all she desired was to pleasure him; all she wanted was to give without taking anything in return.  
 
    She pressed her lips back onto his, enjoying how he was momentarily taken aback before giving over to her mouth. 
 
    She felt how he struggled – as much as he had invited her up there, had made insinuating comments, when it came right down to it, he’d wanted her to leave before he did something to her that they couldn’t come back from. 
 
    Moving her hands to his shoulders and using the force from her legs, she pushed up and forward, forcing him back against the back of the couch. He groaned, but his mouth didn’t leave hers. Her hands slid to his chest, about to push back, but she paused, needing the heat from his mouth a moment longer. 
 
    She loved the way that his mouth captured and explored hers, as though every inch of it was a treasure worth tasting. Every lick and swipe of his tongue stoked the fire that was building between her thighs, her body remembering just what pleasure he’d given her earlier. But even more than she wanted to feel that again, she wanted to feel him. 
 
    Finally, she pushed against the hot, hard planes of his chest, breaking her mouth from his. Their eyes immediately collided again, both of them breathing heavily. 
 
    Ana could feel the beating of his heart racing underneath her right hand… and underneath his scar. Her gaze slid from his down to where her thumb, index, and middle finger were resting on the smooth, sealed flesh. The texture of it underneath her fingers was familiar, although her scar was much larger. 
 
    She heard him suck in a breath as her fingers began to slide up the discolored, smooth path. His body was taut with desire… and something more… because of her touch. 
 
    Her mouth parted as her fingers traced up over his collar bone and up onto his neck, pausing when she reached the top of the injury. 
 
    “What are you doing?” his tortured voice asked. 
 
    She leaned closer to him, heading for his mouth again but only grazing the corner of his lips before hers slid up to his ear. 
 
    “Stop questioning me,” she whispered. 
 
    And then, before she knew what came over her, her lips began trailing kisses down his neck, pausing at the top of his scar before placing an open-mouthed kiss on the injury. 
 
    Pierce groaned as her tongue darted out to lick along the smooth skin. One of his hands moved up to spear through her hair, holding her even tighter against him. The other grasped her left wrist, slowly sliding up her arm. 
 
    Her mouth continued its exploration, enjoying the hot, masculine spice of his skin on her tongue. 
 
    His right hand reached the top of her shoulder and her body went into overdrive. 
 
    She immediately released her mouth from him, but instead of pulling back, she pushed forward. 
 
    Her left hand slid quickly up over his hip and came to rest on the hard length straining against the front of his pants. 
 
    “Fuck, Ana,” he swore as his hips jerked off the couch against her hand. 
 
    Her movement worked. His hand dropped from her shoulder to cover her own with a vise-like grip, holding her firmly against his throbbing arousal. 
 
    “Do you know what you are doing?” he asked hoarsely. 
 
    She just bit her lip as she smiled at him. 
 
    Her right hand pulled his fingers from hers, pushing them to the side. The black coals in his eyes were rimmed with red hot fire as he watched her every move. He watched as she moved his hand away. He watched as her mouth slowly returned to his skin, only this time much lower on his scar – near where it ended on his stomach. And she was sure he watched as her hands began to undo the waistband of his pants. 
 
    His stomach was tight and unmoving underneath her lips until she’d pulled his zipper all the way down, semi-releasing his erection from its strict confines. Then she felt – and heard – the air release from him with a moan. 
 
    With one last kiss at the lowest tip of the scar, her gaze shot up to his face. His eyes were closed, his head tipped back; he looked like having her there was torture, but sending her away would be even worse. 
 
    She looked to where her hands had paused on his pants and it only took her a second to realize that he wasn’t wearing underwear. 
 
    Another glance up at him found her lost momentarily in his smoldering stare. 
 
    “Ana…”  
 
    Another rush of warmth seeped between her legs. The way he wanted her made her feel so damn hot. It made her want to give him exactly what he wanted. 
 
    She licked her lips and her eyes returned further south. Tugging his pants down slightly, her right hand pulled his arousal free from the fabric. ‘Fuck’ she heard him curse as she grasped his hard length. 
 
    Her mouth salivated – both with desire and hesitation. 
 
    Shane had not been this big. 
 
    Ana wasn’t quite sure how this was going to work, but the last thing that she wanted was for Pierce to see her uncertainty. 
 
    No, he’d already been with so many women, had had this done so many times that, she didn’t want him to think her an inexperienced fool. 
 
    Even though she really was. 
 
    Just for tonight, she wanted to be the type of woman he wanted – the type of woman that he always got. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce was frozen – paralyzed watching as she grasped his arousal. This was not a new experience for him, but somehow it was like nothing he’d ever experienced before. 
 
    He knew what her intentions were, which is why when she paused he thought the worst. 
 
    He was large; he’d told her that he didn’t exaggerate about his pleasure. But was that the reason for her hesitation? Or was she second guessing herself? 
 
    She should; she should fucking get up and leave. 
 
    No one deserved to be on their knees for him – least of all, her. 
 
    Then he watched as her perfect golden crown descended over his throbbing length and he braced himself.  
 
    Her lips closed over the tip, her tongue darting out to lick the bead of moisture from the top, and Pierce thought he might have died. 
 
    Searing pleasure ripped through him, burning even hotter than the knife that had almost killed him. Even though she had lingered for that moment, there was no hesitation now. No, his seductive sovereign, his enigma, surprised him again by expertly teasing his body with those perfect lips of hers. 
 
    They slowly descended down his length, her tongue swirling around him as her mouth applied a steady suction to his cock. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Fuck, Ana,” he rasped, his hands digging into the soft strands of her hair. 
 
    And then it became hard for him to see as she began to move up and down his length. She couldn’t take all of him in her mouth, but it didn’t matter; the feel of the tip of him hitting against the back of her throat was exquisite torture. All the while, her tongue teased the aching flesh as the warm, tight heat of her mouth pulled him closer to release. 
 
    “You feel so good, Princess. Fuck, I’m going to come.” He groaned and she began moving even faster. Then her hand reached under to grasp his balls and her tongue did something that he didn’t even know how to explain, rocketing him over the edge. 
 
    He roared her name as his hips jerked up into her, his hands holding her head steady as his erection pumped his release into her mouth. He moaned, grateful that she continued to milk him, allowing him to come down from an incredible orgasm in the warm heaven of her incredible mouth. 
 
    Ever so gently, her lips slid up his hard length, releasing his arousal that still craved more of her. Pierce watched in a daze as she swallowed and then looked up at him.  
 
    Christ. Those golden eyes of hers were shimmering with desire. 
 
    And there was no question that he wanted more. 
 
    He was still hard; he could tie her to the couch for days… weeks… and still never be satisfied. 
 
    And then she licked her lips and the last remnants of his pleasure from them – and he almost came again. 
 
    “Where the fuck did you learn to do that?” he rasped harshly. Too harshly. But there was no putting it gently. 
 
    He expected a smart retort or some sort of scold at his tone. Instead, pink glazed her face and a small smile of pleasure graced those talented lips. 
 
    His little princess was proud of herself. 
 
    “I…” She went to answer and then something stopped her. And whatever it was dampened her mood. 
 
    Her hands rested on his thighs as she pressed herself up to stand in front of him. 
 
    While he lay sprawled and sated with no shirt, his erection still pointing up at what it desired, she stood there wearing too many damn clothes. 
 
    Including a goddamn sweater. 
 
    That was going to be remedied. 
 
    “Pierce, I should go—” 
 
    He pushed himself forward, his hands firmly grasping the sides of her denim-clad hips. 
 
    “Nowhere,” he cut her off firmly. “You are going nowhere, Ana. Not until I’ve touched you.” His hands slid around to her ass, squeezing the firm flesh and tugging her closer to him. “Not until I’ve had a taste of you,” he growled as he planted his open mouth over her core and gently bit down. Even though there were still layers of clothing separating them, he could feel the heat from her sex radiating straight through all of them. 
 
    She gasped and then whispered his name. 
 
    She wasn’t going anywhere, anytime soon. Not if he had anything to say about it. 
 
    Pierce moved his mouth away, his forehead resting on her stomach, making space for his right hand to press expertly against the front of her jeans, cupping her through them.  
 
    “I know where you want to go, Princess,” he rasped. “Let me take you there again.” He laughed harshly. “You want to know why it took me all day to get your information? Because this was all I could think about.” His fingers slid up inside the edge of her pants, heading for the button and zipper. 
 
    And then a bomb exploded. Or the front door opened and shut. 
 
    His gaze darted to hers – the golden globes still hazy with her desire, her need for release. It took her only a moment longer for the sound to register, her eyes widening in shock and fear. 
 
    Morgan and Tash were home. And if Morgan found her here… 
 
    “He’ll kill me,” she whispered. 
 
    And as if the door slamming shut was the final stroke of midnight, his princess pulled out of his grasp and the desirable dance they’d been engaged in and fled his room. 
 
    She was wrong though. Morgan would die for her. It would be his head that Morgan would claim. 
 
    But, oddly enough, the only thought that came to his mind was that he would gladly die for her, too. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ana almost tripped running through his room, but she needed to get back down to hers before Morgan made it there. 
 
    In all reality, she probably hadn’t needed to rush like she had. 
 
    She made it through her bedroom door, closing it a little too harshly behind her in her hurry. Leaning back against the wood, she took a deep breath – her heart racing for a variety of reasons. 
 
    Knock, knock. 
 
    She jumped away from the door like she was expecting it to open on her and then froze. 
 
    “Ana?” Her brother’s voice came from the other side. 
 
    Shit. Shit shit shit. 
 
    She looked around frantically trying to decide what to do – pretend to be sleeping and not answer? Answer through the door? 
 
    The problem was that if he was there, there was a good chance that he’d heard her door shut which meant any attempt to avoid conversation would be suspect… just like trying to have one through the door would. 
 
    Deep breaths. 
 
    She cracked the door open, using it to half shield her from her brother’s curious stare. 
 
    “Everything ok?” Hazel eyes that sometimes matched her own narrowed on her, quickly assessing her appearance. “I didn’t think you’d be up this late.” 
 
    “Yeah, I… ahh… couldn’t sleep.” Stay calm, Ana. 
 
    “Is everything ok?” His voice was getting a little harder as he processed what she’d said against how she appeared. “You were trying to sleep in your clothes?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she retorted. But what was she trying to do? “I couldn’t sleep so I went downstairs to get some tea and since my robe is in the wash, I just put my clothes back on from earlier. Is that ok, mom?” she teased. “What’s up? How was your movie?” 
 
    He remained silent for a moment. His big brother instincts told him to press further, but, thankfully, he didn’t. “Nothing.” He shrugged. “Movie was awesome. I just heard your door shut so I thought I’d check and make sure you didn’t need anything from me tomorrow.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “No, I think I’m good. Tony and Gino are great to work with.” 
 
    “Yeah, I figured.” He ran his hand through his matching blonde hair. “Sorry that you have to deal with Pierce. If you want I can try to talk—” 
 
    She shook her head. “Don’t worry about it; I can handle him.” In fact, he’d just been putty in her hands… or, well, her mouth.  
 
    “Everything ok, sis?” 
 
    “Yeah, just a lot happening very quickly. I just don’t want anything to go wrong. I think I’m going to try to fall back asleep.” 
 
    “Alright, well if you need anything, you know I’m always here for you.” 
 
    Her stomach clenched, feeling like she was betraying him by becoming involved with his friend. But she couldn’t help herself and he wouldn’t understand; he would see it as the same reason that she’d stayed with Shane all those years – because she didn’t think she deserved better. “Goodnight, Morgan.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    She shut the door behind her, barely making it to her bed before she dropped into the soft sheets. 
 
    Too hot. 
 
    Groaning, she sat up and quickly divested herself of her clothes. After what just happened, there was no way she could sleep with anything on right now; her body felt like it was about to catch fire. 
 
    Deep down, she knew something like this was going to happen if she followed him up to his lair. But, for once, she wanted to do the wrong thing. 
 
    He’d drawn her and his sketches were beautiful – far more than she was. It was all the more reason why she should have left. She’d seen the other drawings and paintings haphazardly cluttered throughout the space – all half-completed women in the nude. 
 
    Beautiful women. 
 
    She wasn’t one of those anymore. She was a lot of things – strong, determined, skilled, successful – but, ‘beautiful’ didn’t made the list any longer. 
 
    She should have left then, but instead, she listened to her body that told her she needed to do this – she needed to do the wrong thing. 
 
    As per usual, she tried to take control by asking to draw him instead. If she had known what would happen… 
 
    All this time… all these weeks… she’d come to believe that no one could get through to Pierce, that maybe this was all there was to him: deviousness and desire. In that moment, she’d glimpsed something more: devastation. 
 
    But it was the second he’d told her that she should leave, that she deserved more than this, than him, that she knew leaving was never an option. 
 
    In that moment, doing the wrong thing – wanting him, wanting to pleasure him, wanting to take away his pain – had never felt so right. 
 
    Wasn’t it ironic? With Shane, she’d stayed with him because she thought it was the right thing to do, because he’d convinced her that she couldn’t do better, and she honestly felt that she didn’t deserve any better. 
 
    Now? She wanted Pierce even though it was the completely wrong thing to do and even though he tried to convince her that she could do better. This time, she knew she deserved better, the problem was that she didn’t want it. 
 
    She wanted her devil and all his desire and demons.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Is everything ok, Ana?” Tony’s warm, caring voice tiptoed into her brain. 
 
    She’d met with him and Gino earlier that morning and, after working so long together as a team, they’d quickly come up with their plan on how to tackle the space and the tasks which meant that there had been plenty of time afterwards for Tony to insist that he take her to lunch. 
 
    She’d shared the information that she’d gleaned from Pierce the night before about the layout and guest list. It was safe to assume that many of the guests would be of an unsavory nature, in spite of their high class, which meant that it would be wise to use caution. 
 
    The gist of their discussion? Gino would be monitoring the guests. Tony would be monitoring the team. And by team, they all knew that she really meant Pierce. She’d instructed Tony to stay near them, to strike up a conversation with her in order to give Pierce the opportunity to look around the room for their target. 
 
    Even though she felt like she’d made strides with Pierce last night, she still didn’t trust him to not act on his own. 
 
    The image of Pierce anguished and asking her to leave flashed in her mind. It was the first time that she’d glimpsed raw emotion from him and now, everything made just a little more sense. Pierce felt responsible for everything – his past, this painting – and it tortured him to no end to have to drag his friends into his mess. 
 
    Before, she’d thought he was just a stubborn – sexy – asshole. Now, she had a feeling that he wanted the control, he wanted to take the lead, because if anything happened, he knew he should be the one accountable; he would take the fall, the failure, if it meant keeping it off of the rest of them. 
 
    His self-sacrifice masqueraded as stubbornness and rude rebellion. 
 
    “Ana?” Tony’s concern broke through her continued barrage of thoughts. 
 
    “Sorry. I’m fine,” she replied weakly. “Just everything with the operation running through my mind, you know?” 
 
    Partially the truth. 
 
    “It’ll be fine.” Tony was always the reassuring one and Gino was her voice of reason. Tony always whole-heartedly encouraged her ideas for an op – even if there were better ones – while Gino generally interjected with better variations. Most of the time, her ideas and direction were on point – the other times, it was Tony’s attraction to her that kept him enthusiastically on her side. “I mean, we’ve been in shady situations before – remember last year in Paris?” 
 
    They’d been investigating a theft at the Louvre. One of the security guards was linked to a group of art thieves that called themselves the V; the ‘V’ stood for Vertueux Voleurs – the ‘Virtuous Thieves’ – and after a year of studying their thefts, she believed the ‘V’ also stood for ‘five’ because there were five of them. Her team had been jointly tasked in tracking them down – the reason Tony and Gino had been in Spain – but with no success. They were good – no alarms, no mess, no casualties, no weapons, and no trace. Why virtuous? They claimed to only steal paintings that they felt or were informed that rightly belonged to someone else – in their opinion. 
 
    She wasn’t sure what that thief had in connection to the V, but they’d been tipped off that the heist was going to happen very soon and the only way that they were going to be able to stop it was to get a man on the inside. And the simple fact was that men have an easier time letting a woman in rather than a man. So, with hardly any information to go on, Ana had gone in undercover as a new security member and convinced the man that she wanted to steal another painting. After a little shy flirting, he’d let her in on his plan and invited her to be a part of it. 
 
    They’d caught him, but he hadn’t been working for the Voleurs. He’d had weapons on him and if there was one ‘virtuous’ thing that she did admire about the thieves, it was their abhorrence for violence. Needless to say, working solo with a man who was ready to resort to violence if necessary had been pretty stressful. When he’d realized that someone was on to him, he was about to start destroying the artworks in storage as a distraction to allow him to get away. The only way Ana would have been able to stop him was by force – and so she did. It was completely reckless and she hadn’t come away unscathed, but her body was used to scars by now. 
 
    “Good point,” she admitted. “I guess I just feel like there are so many more people involved – people who don’t listen to me.” 
 
    And she wasn’t even just talking about Pierce. 
 
    Morgan, and even to some extent Tash, had their own ideas and motivations for doing this: Morgan to protect her and Tash to make up for everything that they’d done to help her. It wasn’t that they were bad reasons, but they were emotional ones and when emotion gets involved in an operation, it can go very bad, very quickly. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s a good idea for you to go with Pierce?” he asked. It may have been the first time ever that he had questioned her and she had a feeling that it was only the seed of jealousy that spurred him to do it. “I mean, you could put him with Gino. Gino can handle him.” 
 
    Ana smiled ruefully. “I’m sure that he could, but I need Gino to focus on the guests and our safety. I can’t have him spend the whole night just keeping an eye on Pierce.” She reached across the table and grabbed his hand as a sign of reassurance, realizing too late that he probably read it as more than that. “As much as it pains me, Pierce is intertwined in all of this.” And all of her. “And whatever he sees or knows, I need to know. Which means that I think our current plan is the best that we’ve got.” 
 
    Tony nodded, his eyes flickering back to where their hands were clasped. Biting her lip, she pulled her hand back, reaching for her glass of water as some sort of excuse for letting go. 
 
    “Well, if you need me to do anything… or keep him in line… just let me know.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I think you’ll have to fight Morgan for that opportunity.” She chuckled. 
 
    “Do you think you’ll stay here after this case is done?” he asked. 
 
    Ana paused at his question. She really hadn’t thought much about the future. She’d been… distracting… herself from life for a long time – throwing herself into her job, but she had to admit, being in New York with her brother had felt good; it had made her want to go home. She could probably transfer there, but she knew that Tony and Gino wouldn’t. They were from here; they had a semblance of a life here. 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know.” She sighed. “I miss my family. I’ve… stayed away from them for too long; I think it would be nice to go home.” 
 
    His lips thinned in displeasure, but also with understanding. “Family is important,” he agreed. “Not just the one you have, but the one that you could have.” His eyes met hers, conveying the weighty implication of his words. “I have to tell you that I would really like it if you stayed…” His last sentence was very soft. 
 
    Tony wanted a relationship… a future with her. And she wished that she wanted one with him – it would be so much easier. 
 
    The waiter came at that moment and Ana swallowed a sigh of relief that she was spared from replying to his sweet statement. Instead, the waiter had brought the check and Tony was distracted with paying. She should have interrupted to try to cover her portion of the bill, but she couldn’t bring herself to do that to him right now. 
 
    Guilt gnawed at her, sitting there with a handsome gentleman, when all she could think about was getting back home to the dangerous devil that resided within. 
 
    As soon as the waiter left, she stood. 
 
    “I should get back to the house,” she offered quietly. “I want to call Ellie and have a chat with Tash. Morgan said she was upset yesterday about something.” 
 
    The kind man that he was, Tony accepted the end of their prior conversation, immediately responding with concern for her housemate. 
 
    “I hope everything is ok. She did seem pretty determined to be a help to us and you can’t help but admire that after everything that she’s been through.” 
 
    Seriously, why couldn’t she want him? 
 
    She hadn’t been intimate with anyone since what Shane had done – part of the reason that she’d kept Tony and his feelings for her at bay for the past year. Neither he nor Gino knew what she’d been through and in spite of everything that Tony had just said and how he treated her, Ana didn’t have the desire to tell him. 
 
    Pierce, on the other hand, she wanted to tell. But she also wanted him, and in her mind, those two things were mutually exclusive. Unfortunately, her feelings were becoming much too attached to want to take the risk that he would lose his desire for her. 
 
    Her feelings for Pierce were another realization that she’d been trying to ignore. 
 
    Of course, Tony insisted on escorting her back to the house and she accepted. They were only a few blocks away from the mansion and it was a nice, cool, breezy day for a walk. 
 
    She took the steps up to the front door slowly, unsure how to end their time together after everything that Tony had said. She didn’t want to hurt him, especially not right now with the weekend coming up, but she also didn’t want him to continue to get his hopes up. So, she kept her head down, hoping he would take the initiative to say ‘goodbye.’ 
 
    Just when they reached the landing, she turned to face him, seeing his mouth just start to open to take the lead as she had hoped, when the door flew open behind her, startling them both. 
 
    She whirled around to see Pierce – dark and brooding – standing in the frame. His eyes weren’t even on her, they were staring Tony down; Ana was pretty sure that if it were humanly possible, Pierce would have set her friend on fire with his glaring gaze. 
 
    “Pierce.” Tony addressed him calmly, even though his expression revealed slight concern. 
 
    “Where’s the third musketeer?” His voice was hard and demanding, his body just at taut. 
 
    “Ana and I grabbed some lunch after our meeting.” Tony’s response was meant to imply that Gino had not been invited to that post-meeting event.  
 
    “Ana,” Pierce growled, “can I please speak with you?” 
 
    He continued to look at Tony as though he were going to murder him, and Tony – not usually one to instigate – actually appeared to have a stubborn, possessive streak as well, holding Pierce’s stare. 
 
    Ana huffed and rolled her eyes; she was not about to stand out here and become a casualty in this testosterone war. 
 
    “I’m going inside. Tony, I will talk to you later. Thank you for lunch.” She gave him a small smile before turning back to the dark wall in front of her. “Excuse me,” she said curtly, not waiting for Pierce to move before she squeezed past him. 
 
    He could either follow her if he had something to say or he could continue whatever silent duel he and Tony were waging; she had a feeling which object was more important to him. 
 
    And she was right. 
 
    She was only a few steps into the hall before she heard the door shut behind her and heard Pierce’s harsh footsteps on the hardwood floor. 
 
    She’d expected him to follow her. What she hadn’t expected was the way his hands grabbed her waist, spinning her around, and pushing her up against the wall and pressing his body flush against hers. 
 
    She was trapped between a rock and a hard place. 
 
    Her heart was racing and her breath was cycling rapidly from her body; she wasn’t ready for this. 
 
    But whatever it was, she wanted it. 
 
    She’d been up and out of the house this morning before seeing him – a purposeful attempt on her part. After what had happened last night, she wanted a moment to breathe before seeing him again. She also didn’t want any more distractions before her meeting with Gino and Tony, knowing that she’d agreed to go to lunch with Tony afterward; she’d been distracted enough. 
 
    Last night… 
 
    Again, memories flooded her of his flesh quivering beneath her touch, his body on the brink of losing control, the way he had crumbled under the touch of her mouth – all because of her. Her lower muscles clenched at the thought of how big he was, wondering what he would feel like inside of her – and not her mouth. 
 
    She shuddered against him and he pressed himself tighter to her, letting her feel that same arousal pressing against her stomach. 
 
    “What was that?” he rasped harshly, his eyes storming in anger. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Why did you go to lunch with Tony?” 
 
    “Because he asked.” She held his dark gaze, daring him to confront her with why he was truly upset – daring him to admit his jealousy. 
 
    “What is going on between you and Tony?” His voice was now deadly quiet. Or maybe it only seemed that way because her heart was beating so loudly in her chest. 
 
    “Nothing is going on between Tony and me,” she retorted, her frustration getting the better of her. “And if there was, why would you care?” She bit her tongue as soon as the words left her. Why would she even say that? Because she wanted him to admit to his jealousy 
 
    Because she wanted him to care about her. 
 
    “Are you serious right now?” He laughed harshly. “Why would you…” He trailed off, his gaze breaking from hers for just a second, before it returned with a force that made her knees weak. He leaned closer, his lips just a breath away from hers. “Maybe because my fingers were down your pants yesterday, making you come? Or maybe because you had my cock down your throat last night, sucking on me until I exploded underneath you?”  
 
    Dear God. She was sure her jeans were soaked through at the heat of his words. She tried to press her thighs closer together to ease her aching core, but it was no use. He had one knee wedged between them. Instead, she resorted to pressing her hips harder against that thigh. 
 
    His face moved slowly to the side of hers and his lips grazed over her ear. “Is this a game to you, Princess? Am I playing ‘who has a bigger dick?’ or ‘who can give Queen Ana the better orgasm?’ He bit out and Ana felt her breath hitch at his words, pain searing through her body. “Because this,” The word was emphasized as he ground his hips against hers and it took every cell of restraint that she possessed not to groan in response. “This isn’t a game to me. Is it a fucking game to you?” 
 
    She turned her face away from him; she couldn’t look at him right now. Anger and hurt fought inside of her, leaving only a path of destruction through her body. 
 
    He had no idea just how hurtful his careless question was; he had no idea that she’d never orgasmed before in her life – that until him, she’d believed she’d never be able to. It was overwhelming, just like him, and the fact that he’d been the one to give her that only complicated everything. And now, unknowingly, he’d taken that life-altering experience and thrown it back in her face. 
 
    “You mean someone else besides you gets to play games?” Her voice was thick with the tears that were about to fall hot and heavy from her eyes. 
 
    “You are not a game to me, Ana,” he whispered, his hand coming up underneath her chin to try to turn her face to his. 
 
    She resisted for a second before she allowed her liquid gold eyes to meet his, recognition dawning on him that his words, spoken out of jealousy, had hurt her. 
 
    “Really? Because it sure does feel like it, only, I don’t get to play your game; I only get to lose.” And with that, she used all of her strength to push away from the wall and away from him, fleeing up the stairs to her room. 
 
      
 
      
 
    How dare he? 
 
    She wiped the painful tears angrily from her face; she shouldn’t be crying over him. Tony was her friend and colleague and she could go to lunch with him if she wanted. 
 
    But, the day after you had his cock in your mouth? The morning after you pleasured him? 
 
    She grimaced. Ok, so maybe from his perspective that would seem a little inconsiderate and as though she was vying for both of their attentions. 
 
    But he’d been the one about to kiss her with a naked woman in the other room waiting. 
 
    Then again, since that night, he hadn’t gone out and there had been no signs of other guests gracing his room the way there had been before that fateful evening. 
 
    She shook her head, turning on the shower, and stripping off her clothes. 
 
    By now, the tears were gone. The hurtful words he’d said were a faint memory compared with the lasting heat throughout her body, not just from being pressed against him, but from knowing just where his anger had come from. 
 
    Jealousy. 
 
    She’s seen it before when Tony was around, but this afternoon it had erupted. 
 
    Pierce was jealous of Tony. 
 
    The thought almost made her laugh. She’d never had someone jealous over her before. Not that the immediate results were that pleasant, but the lasting feeling of the possessiveness that had radiated from his body and his desire to stake his claim to her… 
 
    That sent goosebumps all down her spine. 
 
    She was pretty sure that Pierce didn’t have relationships – based on what she’d heard – that he was a once-and-done kind of guy. But, he’d kept coming back to her; he was jealous because of her. That was nothing like what she’d been led to believe about his character.  
 
    Don’t, Ana. 
 
    That was the kind of thinking that would get her in trouble. 
 
    She wanted him and he wanted her. Why was this becoming more complicated? 
 
    They were only together for this short time – why not just give in to what both of their bodies wanted? 
 
    That would be enough, she told herself; to feel pleasure, to feel desired, to feel worshipped (physically)… that would be more than enough. 
 
    And it was certainly more than she’d ever gotten before. Why should her heart need to be involved? That was the last thing she wanted. And it was probably the last thing he wanted too. 
 
    Enough was enough. 
 
    Their desire had them playing this cat-and-mouse, anger and jealousy, tease and torment, game for too long. She didn’t care if it was wrong. She didn’t care about what her brother would say if he knew – this wasn’t his life. And if this was going to be her only shot at feeling beautiful and desirable with no strings attached – no opportunity to be taken advantage of – then she was going to take it. 
 
    Her desire goaded her on, saying that she’d made the safe choice once and look what that had left her with; her desire begged her to take the risk because how could it end up any worse? 
 
    Pierce was bound to hurt her, but at least she knew that; she was prepared for the worst. 
 
    It was safer to choose the devil you know over the devil you don’t. 
 
    And she certainly knew that Pierce was a dark, desirable, devil.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    He slammed his first against the wall where Ana had just been standing in front of him. There was no point in going after her right now; he was a fucking mess. 
 
    Right now, he needed to not feel. 
 
    Stalking into the kitchen, he opened up the freezer, reaching for the bottle of vodka. Fuck, he’d never felt the need for that intoxicated numbness like he did around Ana… like he needed in order to deny himself her. 
 
    He’d meant every word he’d said last night – she should have left; she was too good for him. 
 
    He shut the fridge door only to find Tash standing behind it, her arms crossed over her chest as she looked questioningly at the bottle. 
 
    He scowled at her. “Don’t start with me.” 
 
    “I was actually just going to ask if you would pour me a glass, too,” the petite blonde replied. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow but pulled a second glass from the cupboard. “So, why are you drinking?” 
 
    She let out a small laugh, taking a sip of the vodka. “I’ll share if you do,” she replied. His lips thinned and she continued with a sigh. “It sounds crazy, but I’m tired of sitting here recovering; I’m tired of being babied and kept on the sidelines of… everything… after what happened with Julian.” 
 
    Pierce took a sip, watching as Tash got lost in her frustrations. “I know it was necessary at first, but now, all it’s doing is keeping me trapped there, in those memories. I know Ana is concerned about my helping, but I needed it and I don’t think that’s why you suggested it, but thank you.” 
 
    He just nodded as a ‘you’re welcome’ and as a silent agreement with her assertion. 
 
    She paused, taking another sip of the clear fire. 
 
    “So, what’s the problem? You’re doing something. You’ve been getting out of the house recently with Morgan…” 
 
    “Cyn is keeping something from me.” Her eyes met his and he saw the betrayal-tinted sadness in them. Fuck. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” he asked hoarsely. 
 
    Cyn and Sloane were keeping something from her. After Julian attacked Tash, realizing that she’d found out about his illegal drug activities, their friend, Sebastian, had been there to help – staying the night with Tash, making she that she was safe. What Sebastian then revealed – but not Tash – was that he wasn’t actually a model and he wasn’t actually gay; it was his cover story. He and his partner, Cam, had been undercover trying to bring down Sanchez and his drug cartel. So, while Pierce brought Tash across the pond to get her out of Sanchez’s grasp, Sloane, Cyn, and Sebastian had been working together to arrest Sanchez and make it safe for her to come home. 
 
    But Tash knew nothing of this. She knew Sloane was trying to do something to help her. She knew nothing about Sebastian than what his cover provided. And that was going to be a problem. 
 
    “I told Cyn something that I remembered the other day about when I was with Julian and she said that she would let Sebastian know. She said she meant to say Sloane, but I don’t think she would make that kind of mistake. I tried to ask her about it again yesterday. She told me she was going to call me to explain but then when she did call, she had nothing to say. So, I asked about it again and she brushed me off, insisting that she just misspoke. And I just broke down because something inside of me knows that my very best friend is lying to me. When I hung up the phone, it was the first time since being here that I truly felt alone; and that’s when Morgan found me and suggested that we get out of the house.” Tash dragged in a breath, attempting a small smile. “Maybe I’m reading into it; maybe I’m wrong. Morgan thinks I should believe her.” She shook her head. 
 
    Of course, he did. Morgan didn’t know anything either. 
 
    Pierce was the only one here who knew what was happening with Sebastian. And of course, it had to be he who came across Tash this afternoon. 
 
    Fucking people always putting him in this fucking situation. 
 
    “You’re not,” he replied smoothly; she deserved to know. Cyn obviously couldn’t see what this was doing to her friend. 
 
    He swore that he told her the truth because he was in an angry ‘I-don’t-give-a-fuck’ kind of mood, but his sympathy for her evident distress was hard to ignore. 
 
    Tash’s gaze shot to his. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re not wrong. She didn’t misspeak. Sebastian has been helping them investigate Sanchez.” He drained the remainder of the alcohol from his glass. 
 
    “Why? Why would they bring him into it? Julian is dangerous.” 
 
    Pierce let out a chuckle and briefly looked up at the ceiling. He was going to be in trouble for this, but since when had that ever bothered him? 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that they brought him into this, Tash,” he began, confusion settling in her eyes. “Sebastian isn’t whatever you think he is. He works for the FBI and he’s been investigating Sanchez undercover for the past three years.” 
 
    She just stared dumbly at him. 
 
    “It wasn’t a coincidence that Terri called him that night,” he continued, looking at the empty glass, wondering if he wanted more. “When he found out about Sanchez’s involvement, he got in touch with Sebastian on purpose. Sebastian, then, turned to Sloane and asked for his help – mostly because he’d wanted to question you more, but we’d already left the country. Plus, I guess, Sloane’s outside perspective… and occupation… is coming in handy.” 
 
    Still, Tash said nothing. 
 
    “It’s not Cyn’s fault,” he huffed, wishing she would respond with something. “Sebastian made everyone promise not to say anything to you. Sloane and Cyn aren’t even supposed to know.” 
 
    “Why would he make them promise that?” she finally said, anger and hurt pouring into her tone. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” he said firmly, his stare boring into her. “Because they care about you, Tash. The guy beat the shit out of you and probably would have killed you. He destroyed your apartment.” Her eyes widened again and Pierce realized that she may not have known about that part either. What the hell. “He is looking for you because you know too much. And that means, the people who care about you are trying to keep you safe and the less you know and the less you are involved the better.” 
 
    He hadn’t meant for his tone to come out as hard as it had, but he wasn’t like his friends; he didn’t have the practiced capability of being compassionate with his words. They were the truth and she needed to hear them, but that was all that he could offer especially right now because as much as he wanted to help ease her pain, there was only one hurting woman that he could focus on right now – the one upstairs that he was responsible for hurting. 
 
    He began to walk towards the steps but Tash’s hand on his arm stopped him.  
 
    “Pierce, wait,” she said softly. “Thank you… for telling me.” He stood still, waiting for her to finish so that he could continue his self-loathing, upstairs in his studio. Alone. “I can’t say that I’m not upset that they kept it from me, but I understand why. You were obviously not supposed to tell me, so thank you, and I will do my best to keep this in confidence for now because I know they will give you hell for sharing.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” he replied gruffly. And he didn’t. It was just one more thing that should show his friends why he didn’t deserve their friendship. 
 
    “I do,” she returned firmly. “More importantly, don’t think that you are leaving here without telling me what’s wrong with you.” 
 
    He glared at her. 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied grimly. 
 
    “Is it Ana?” She didn’t even give him time to answer before continuing with, “Of course it is. What happened?” 
 
    “I was an ass.” 
 
    Tash rolled her eyes. “I hate to say it, hun, but you’re like that with everyone… since when has it bothered you?” 
 
    “Since her.” It was a harsh whisper. 
 
    Tash met his stare firmly, taking his words in stride. 
 
    “So then apologize,” she said simply with a small shrug. “I know it’s not usually your style, but it seems like nothing about this situation is.” 
 
    Pierce was grateful that she wasn’t making a big deal over how different… how important… he’d implied that Ana was to him. The problem was he didn’t know if an apology would be good enough. Or if it was enough this time, what about the next? 
 
    The fact was, he would never be enough for her; there was too much of him that was missing. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said gruffly with a nod and then continued on his path to the studio; there was nothing more Tash could say and there was nothing more that he was willing to admit to right now to anyone other than himself. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What the hell was wrong with him? 
 
    More than usual, that was. 
 
    He was angry at himself for how he had treated her, but opening up that door to see her standing there with Mr. Perfect Tony made him murderous. His jealousy was further exacerbated by the fact that he’d never been fucking jealous before. 
 
    He shouldn’t be having these feelings. 
 
    Christ, until now, he didn’t think he was capable of feeling anything. 
 
    Pierce stripped down, putting on only his crap pair of sweats that he used to paint in and sat down at his easel, uncovering the canvas of Ana’s face that had been hidden last night so that she wouldn’t see just how preoccupied he’d been with her. 
 
    Last night, for the first time, he’d actually gotten a relatively good night’s sleep on that damn couch and he knew it was because of her. All night he’d thought about those perfect lips of hers on him… around him… pulling him towards that fucking incredible release. 
 
    He groaned, washing his brushes in the turpenoid before uncovering his paint palette.  
 
    Immediately, his brush went into the red and pink oils, mixing them and dabbing the result onto the canvas – and onto Ana’s lips. 
 
    Lips that he craved to taste again; lips that only seemed to frown at him, but found a smile for Tony. 
 
    He scowled at the delicate strength of the face in front of him. 
 
    The thing about oil paints is that they take a few days to completely dry, which was a good thing for him right now because every time he saw her, he saw more. Which meant that every night he slaved away trying to alter and add those nuances into the painting. For example, he’d made her eyes golden earlier, like they’d been last night after she’d sucked every last ounce of pleasure from him. Only right now, he felt like he needed to change them to the mossy green that had just been staring painfully at him. 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    It was his own damn fault really. He should have let her leave last night right after they ate. Actually, if he were any sort of gentleman, he would have just told her what she wanted to know down in the kitchen and left her alone. And then, this whole morning would have been avoided. His scar burned – more than this morning would have been avoided. 
 
    What had he been thinking? 
 
    Sharing what he had with her last night about the counseling and almost dying. Hell, if she’d asked him again, he would have told her about the knife that had almost fileted him while his mom watched; he would have told her something that he hadn’t told anyone in almost twenty-five years. And his story only got worse from there. 
 
    The paintbrush snapped in his hand. 
 
    “Fuck.” He tossed it on the ground and ripped off a paper towel from the roll next to him, wiping the paint off of his hands. 
 
    That had been a mistake. And now he was paying for it with the memories that resurfaced, reminding him of every reason that she was far too good for him. Reality began to creep over the strength of his desire for her, dousing his delusion of a world where she would want to be with him. 
 
    Pulling out a new brush, he began to mix some burnt umber and yellow ochre together for her hair.  
 
    He was in so fucking deep.  
 
    He wanted her with a strength of desire that he hadn’t known was possible – especially after last night. 
 
    And he shouldn’t. 
 
    And that’s why he’d planned on keeping his distance, letting whatever was between them just fizzle out until this whole stolen painting business was over. Until he saw her with Tony and a streak of possessiveness that he hadn’t known he possessed engulfed him and it had taken every ounce of strength for him to not rip the guy’s head off and then toss Ana over his shoulder and lock her up here until there was no question as to who she belonged to. 
 
    His head dropped back and he laughed. As if she could belong to someone. 
 
    The infuriating irony was that he felt like he belonged to her; his desire, his body, and all the emotions that he swore he didn’t have… they all came alive for her. 
 
    And then he had to go and pull a classic ‘Pierce’ move; he had to go and be a complete ass, only this time it wasn’t on purpose to try and push someone away to keep their feelings for him at bay. This time, it was unintentional and he had pushed away the only person whom he’d ever wanted to let closer. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Wanting her… and wanting to protect her from himself… Those two sides were tearing him apart inside and he still wasn’t sure which one was going to win. 
 
    The only thing that he was sure of was that Tash was right; he needed to apologize for being such an asshole and for the things that he said. But it was going to wait until tomorrow and it was going to happen in a completely neutral, safe, and communal space, like the kitchen; he wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    Pierce dropped his brush into the large cup of cleaner, hearing his phone buzzing on the small end table behind him. 
 
    Loury. 
 
    “Yes?” He wasn’t going to bother with pleasantries. His ‘friend’ no longer deserved them for what he’d done. 
 
    “Is that how it’s going to be?” The other man perceived the edge in his tone. 
 
    “What do you want?” The fact was that he no longer trusted Loury, not that he should have in the first place all those years ago, but he’d be damned if he made that mistake again. Especially when the painting was still missing.  
 
    “Did you get your tickets?” 
 
    “Yes, why?” There was no way that Loury had called just to babysit him. 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure that our deal was still on.” Liar. 
 
    “Bullshit,” he returned. “Why are you calling?” 
 
    Silence. And then, “I have it on good authority that a representative of the man that the painting was stolen for is going to be there.” 
 
    “Is that going to be a problem?” 
 
    Loury laughed. “Yes, for you and me if he gets his hands on the little bitch first; you won’t get your painting and my opportunity to advance my business goes down the tubes.” 
 
    Pierce pinched the bridge of his nose. “Right. I’ll handle it.” 
 
    “You better.” Pause. “And Pierce… the men that are here looking for the same things that we are, they aren’t like you. They are like me and they will do whatever is necessary to get what they want.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” he ground out. 
 
    “That if I were you, I would make sure your guests are armed just in case.” Click. 
 
    Pierce gripped his phone painfully in his hand. Fuck. He’d told Ana and Tash that this wasn’t going to be dangerous, but now all of that went out the window. 
 
    He took a deep breath. Tony and Gino would be carrying; they were going as security, but he would make sure. 
 
    He knew that if Loury was calling him it wasn’t good – that’s not how these types of business arrangements worked. And as soon as Loury had said that members of this drug ring were going to be there, his body had gone cold.  
 
    He didn’t need to be told that they would do anything to get their money back – or to make an example of someone. He knew that firsthand – and not from what happened with Tash. 
 
    Again, ugly memories ripped through his mind. 
 
    This was why he never got involved with drugs. He’d lived in that world for eleven years and it had almost cost him his life. 
 
    Sanchez had almost cost him his life. 
 
    Not Julian, but the father. Which is why he knew that Sloane was right when he had suggested that they should take Tash out of the country. In that world, if they were after you, it was hard to find a place that they wouldn’t look. 
 
    Old man Sanchez had died years ago and Pierce had no idea that he had kids or that they were running the show now until he’d heard Tash’s story. But that was Sloane’s problem right now. 
 
    Right now, he just needed to get this goddamn painting back.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ana paced back and forth in her room. 
 
    This was becoming a habit – the slipping up to his room once the world was asleep. 
 
    It seemed stupid to think about, but there was just something different when she saw him this way. When she left her room, it was like she was leaving her reality – the world where she felt like damaged goods. She left her room and went upstairs towards a world that seemed more like a dream – a passionate, forbidden dream. Until Pierce, she’d never been able to escape that damaged feeling, no matter who desired her – even Tony. 
 
    Feeling beautiful had been forbidden. 
 
    Until Pierce. 
 
    She’d always been the good girl; she’d watched her friends and classmates in college sneaking around and partying at night – giving in to whatever they desired –  and never understood the need because she’d been with Shane at the time; she’d been making every right decision. Now, she wanted to make the wrong ones, the ones that felt good, the ones that she might regret in the morning, but regret was a lot more palatable than what Shane and all those ‘right decisions’ had left her with. 
 
    So, she waited just another minute before heading up to Pierce’s room; they needed to talk about earlier. In private. There was no way that she was discussing what happened between them last night just anywhere where anyone might overhear. 
 
    More than that, she wanted to see him. She wanted him to know that there wasn’t going to be anything between her and Tony – at least at this point in her life. And a part of her wanted to apologize for her choices this morning and what they’d implied. Maybe it wasn’t wrong for her to go with Tony to lunch, but whatever was happening with Pierce was more important and made her feel better than stubbornly sticking to her pride. 
 
    Quietly closing her door behind her, she tiptoed up the stairs, peering down the hallway to make sure Morgan’s door was shut. 
 
    Stopping in front of Pierce’s door, she lightly tapped her knuckles on the wood, a thrill running up her spine.  
 
    No one had ever told her that being naughty could feel so delicious. 
 
    She enjoyed the warmth that spread over her, anticipating what was going to happen behind this door. 
 
    No response. 
 
    Ana bit her lip, putting her ear up to the door in a fruitless attempt to see if she could hear anything from inside of his room. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She hadn’t heard him or seen him leave earlier. In fact, she’d thought she’d heard him and Morgan talking in the hall when she’d gone up to her room to call it a night. He had to be in there. 
 
    Could he be ignoring her? 
 
    The warmth that had previously run rampant through her cells was now doused with embarrassment and disappointment. Her hand had been raised to knock again, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. Her fingers came to rest on the door for a split second before her hand fell to her side and she turned and fled. 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t there. Or maybe she hadn’t knocked loud enough. 
 
    Either way, it had been a foolish idea to come up here; she told herself that she was glad that he hadn’t come to the door. She wasn’t acting rationally, and now she was forced to confront that. 
 
    Being rational was what she needed – not to act impulsively on her desires. 
 
    As she climbed into bed with her flannel pajamas, Ana repeated that over and over again in her mind, ignoring the tears that leaked down onto her pillow. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    This was a bad fucking idea. 
 
    He stood outside Ana’s door, fighting with himself whether he should be there. He’d stood frozen in the doorway to his studio hearing her soft knock on his door, no doubt as to who it was that was on the other side. He’d gripped the doorframe, forcing himself to remain still. 
 
    He couldn’t – shouldn’t – see her right now; he wanted her too badly. 
 
    When he saw the shadow move away from the door, he’d let out the breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. His entire body was vibrating with the need to yank open the door and pull her back inside. But he remained where he stood. 
 
    And he’d been so close to sticking to his decision. 
 
    Until he’d turned and saw her portrait and suddenly the only thing that he could see in the expression that he’d captured was her need to be desired. 
 
    Her need to be desired by him. 
 
    And that had broken him. He didn’t even bother with a shirt; slipping out of his room in sweats, he glanced guiltily over at Morgan’s door just as he took the stairs down to the floor below. 
 
    Fuck it. Fuck Morgan. Fuck being a gentleman. Fuck all the warnings. 
 
    He’d worry about the morning in the morning. 
 
    Pierce didn’t even bother to test the doorknob to her room before he turned it and walked inside. 
 
    The sweet smell of her space overwhelmed him. It was the same rosewater scent that he’d smelled on her earlier. Even though it was subtle, it managed to heighten the senses of every cell in his body. 
 
    Her room was different that his. The sitting room wasn’t separate here; instead there were couches immediately off to the right when he walked inside. The bedroom was set back further through an open entryway. 
 
    The room was dark, but the windows on either side of the bed let the moonlight filter in, partially illuminating that half of the room with a milky, pale white light. 
 
    Ana was already in bed, but she sat up with a start, clutching the sheet to her chest. In spite of the shadows, he could see clearly as her eyes widened with fear and shock for a moment until she realized that it was him. 
 
     He quietly shut the door behind him, his eyes never leaving her enigmatic hazel gaze. 
 
    Fuck, she looked so beautiful. Her golden waves messy around her face, her delectable mouth parted with surprise, her face slightly flushed as her breath came in and out in short bursts. Even though she was holding the sheet in front of her, he could see that she was sleeping fully clothed in that fabulous flannel of hers. 
 
    Tristan would have a field day to know just how fucking enticed he was by flannel and sweaters nowadays. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she half-whispered as he prowled closer to the bed, his desire only partially eclipsed by the fact that she was on the one piece of furniture where he couldn’t get to her. 
 
    Just like earlier when he’d seen her with Tony, when he’d heard that they’d been out to lunch, he felt like she was trapped just beyond his reach. Again, jealousy reared its dark head, this time demanding answers. 
 
    “What is going on between you and Tony?” he said softly, only a slight edge to his tone. He tried his best to not let the words come out with the angry possessiveness with which he’d felt them. 
 
    “Pierce, I wanted to apologize to you,” she began. 
 
    Whatever was inside of his chest stopped hammering. She was going to tell him that she was sorry about what happened between them, that she and Tony were an item, that he was right – he wasn’t good enough for her. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have gone with him to lunch.” What? 
 
    He stared in disbelief, wondering if he were imagining her words. 
 
    Ana shook her head. “I wasn’t thinking. He’d asked me the other day after our group meeting, but it was a mistake and not just because of what happened last night; it was a mistake because there is nothing between him and me and it’s unfair of me to do anything that would lead him to believe that there was.” She bit on that beautiful lower lip. “So, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Thank God. 
 
    His jaw clenched; he shouldn’t be as happy as he was to hear that. 
 
    “I forgive you,” he said. 
 
    Her eyes widened and she blinked up at him several times. “Wait… What… I don’t… I mean…” She stammered. “It can’t be that easy.” 
 
    “Why not?” As interested as he was in her answer, he was more interested in watching those sweet lips of hers move as she spoke. 
 
    “Because you are you; nothing with you is that easy.” Her eyes narrowed on his suspiciously. 
 
    God, Morgan was going to kill him for this. 
 
    “Some things with me are,” he drawled, smiling briefly at her. “But, you are right, of course, Princess.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him, waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
 
     “You are right, it’s not quite that easy. I will forgive you on one condition.” His tone deepened even farther. “I will forgive you in exchange for a kiss.” 
 
    Even in the shadows, he could see the blush that stole over her face, knowing what one kiss always led to, and the desire that deepened the golden-green of her eyes.  
 
    And then that fiery streak of hers reappeared. “Just because I apologized for my actions, doesn’t mean that I want to give you a kiss right now.” Her defiant gaze held his before dropping to her hands that rested in her lap. 
 
    “I wasn’t talking about a kiss on those lips, sweetheart. Although they are delicious, I had something a little more honeyed in mind.” His dark eyes glinted with pleasurable promise. Even though she blushed so damn enticingly, she didn’t respond and he knew why; it was the reason he had come down here in the first place. “Ana, I’m sorry about earlier. For the things that I said,” he said gruffly, her eyes immediately returning to his. “Fuck.” 
 
    “Why?” she whispered.  
 
    She knew why. She wanted to hear him say it. 
 
    The funny thing was, he wanted to admit to it – to this weakness. 
 
    “I can’t fucking stand the thought of someone else touching you… being with you. And I’m pissed because I’ve never felt that before and I shouldn’t be fucking feeling it now, especially for you. But I do. And that’s why I almost ripped Tony’s goddamn head off,” he growled. 
 
    Her breath caught and the hand holding the sheet relaxed slightly, letting another inch or so of her chest be revealed to him in the shadows of the room. 
 
    “What do you want, Pierce?” 
 
    “The same thing that you do,” he rasped, taking one last step towards the bed, stopping about a foot away from the side of it. Even at that distance, he felt the nausea begin to roll through him as his scar began to burn. But it was a dull reminder compared the searing ache with which he wanted her. 
 
    “And what is that?” she returned, her hazel eyes now glistening gold. Her lids were heaving and Pierce suppressed a groan as she dropped the sheet into her lap, revealing the outline of her flannel pajamas. 
 
    “One kiss.” Only they both knew it was so much more than that. 
 
    He didn’t move though; he couldn’t go any closer to the bed unless she wanted the evening to end with pain instead of pleasure.  
 
    “So, come get it,” she whispered. 
 
    “I told you, Princess, I don’t do beds,” he replied harshly. 
 
    “You don’t have to get in it. You just have to kiss me.” Her breathless words stoked his desire. 
 
    Pierce groaned. Fuck his goddamn past. 
 
    He closed the distance, grasping her face in his hands and crushing his lips to hers. He kissed her like a man drowning – drowning in the memories of his past and she was his only supply of oxygen. 
 
    His tongue dove inside of her sweet warmth to be met by hers. They fought for control over the kiss and over their desires – his searching for refuge; hers searching for an escape. 
 
    He groaned as she sucked hard on his tongue, pulling it deeper into her mouth just like she’d done with his cock the night before; his arousal throbbed with jealousy. 
 
    Ana moaned, raising up on her knees so that their heads were level, looping her arms around his neck to pull her body flush to his. 
 
    His hands fell from her face, sliding down and around her sides, over the flannel fabric. 
 
    “Fuck, Princess,” he swore as his hands crossed over the edge of her shirt. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing the pajama bottoms, only underwear.  
 
    He sunk his fingers into her ass, pulling her hips tight against his arousal as he began to rub his erection against the soft flesh that it wanted to invade.  
 
    “Pierce,” she moaned his name. 
 
    His right hand released her soft flesh and went searching for more treasure, sliding back up along the front of her chest to palm her breast. 
 
    Ana gasped against his mouth, her head falling back, giving him access to the warm expanse of her neck; his mouth dropped to suck on the tender skin as he rolled the bud of her nipple between his fingers. 
 
    He needed to feel all of her – taste all of her. 
 
    His hand slid further up until his fingers found the edge of the button-down flannel shirt, sliding along the collar until he reached the first button, deftly undoing it.  
 
    “I should rip this goddamn flannel in two,” he rasped against her mouth as his fingers began to make their way to button number two; suddenly, she was gone. 
 
    Ana jerked back out of his arms, causing him to tip forward towards the bed. His hands flew out, bracing themselves on the mattress to stop himself from falling. 
 
    And that’s when all hell broke loose. Literally. 
 
    Pierce let out a tortured groan as a blinding, searing, red-hot pain exploded inside of him. His vision went black as he pushed himself off of the bed, stumbling back onto the floor. 
 
    Fuck, his scar hurt. 
 
    “Pierce!” 
 
    
     White light. Warmth. Ana. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    One minute, she’d been consumed with desire; she’d craved his touch on her body and the promise of his mouth on her sex. And then she’d felt his fingers on her bare chest just glancing over her scarred flesh. The darkness of her fear exploded inside and blinded her, eliciting her hasty retreat.  
 
    She’d backed up on the bed, watching almost in slow motion as his body toppled forward from the loss of hers in front of it. His hands had barely landed on the bed when he looked like he’d been stabbed. She could practically see the painful tension that rippled through his muscles; his eyes that had been searching for hers, quickly shut with the excruciating memory. He’d shoved himself as far away from the bed as possible with one heave, one hand coming up over his chest as the other speared painfully through his hair. 
 
    For the first time, the man who looked like he was always in control, who always had a plan, and who was always two steps ahead… looked broken and lost. 
 
    And all she wanted was for him to open his eyes and find her. 
 
    All thoughts of her scar and her own fears evaporated as she immediately climbed off the offending piece of furniture, rushing to stand in front of him. 
 
    “Pierce, are you ok?” Her heart ached as she watched the beautiful man crumble from a memory as though he’d been physically struck. 
 
    Her hands cupped his face, tilting it to hers. His eyes were completely black and she knew that he was barely seeing her right now. Whatever trauma he’d endured that kept him away from beds was not in the past; it was very real and very present. 
 
    “Ana,” he groaned her name – a plea for her to save him. 
 
    “I’m here, Pierce.” Her heart was beating out of her chest. “It’s ok.” 
 
    She didn’t know how to help him. All she knew was that when he was touching her, he had been ok. So, she raised up on her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his, hoping that it would be enough. 
 
    For a second, he didn’t respond, still paralyzed in what appeared to be pain as his hand clutched over the scar on his chest. Her tongue slipped out, tracing along the seam of his lips, and he came back to her. 
 
    Sighing against her kiss, his mouth opened and his tongue came searching for her warmth. 
 
    Now, when his arms came around her, it wasn’t with the burning need for release that had been there before. Now it was with the need to anchor himself in the storm. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Like a lighthouse, Ana was the only thing guiding him out of this tempest.  
 
    He hadn’t touched a bed since the painting was stolen from him four years ago – and this was why. 
 
    With her in his arms, every painfully overwhelming sensation began to subside, driven out by her light. He felt the way she innocently pressed her body against his, her hands cupping his face, her thumbs gently brushing over his cheeks as her kiss swallowed up his suffering. 
 
    He breathed her in, letting her touch heal over the wound that had been opened. His body tensed when he felt her start to pull away, her lips disengaging from his. 
 
    Hazy green eyes met his, not filled with pity, but with determination. 
 
    A determination to help the devil. How was he going to tell her that he wasn’t worth saving? 
 
    “What happened, Pierce?” she whispered, her hands still on his face, holding it close to hers. 
 
    Why did she always have to push him to remember – to feel – things that were better left forgotten.  
 
    “You were ok when we were…” She trailed off, blushing. “But, as soon as I moved back…” 
 
    Yes – he didn’t need a reminder that he hadn’t felt any pain as long as she was in his arms; he didn’t know why she kept his debilitating fears away. 
 
    Or maybe he just didn’t want to acknowledge why. 
 
    “I told you… I can’t do beds,” he replied hoarsely. 
 
    She shook her head – he’d given her that answer before. “Why can’t you? What happened to you?” Her voice had turned thick with emotion. “Let me help you,” she begged, leaning forward to press a hard kiss to his lips before she wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him in a tight hug against her. “Please, let me in.” 
 
    Her whisper wafted over his ear, tearing down what little strength he had left to resist. His mind tried to pull together the words to tell a story that had never passed his lips before. 
 
    “My scar…” He let out a harsh breath, staring off into the dimly room, seeing nothing but the memories of that night. “My mother’s supplier… came to collect one night. She couldn’t pay so he decided to punish her. I jumped out from the closet in front of her to protect her.” He could still remember the look of surprise on the man’s face when he’d realize that there had been a child hiding in the room. 
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    “Twelve.” Young enough to do something stupid. Old enough to have what happened next stay with him for the rest of his life. 
 
    “So, you took the knife that was meant for your mom? Oh, Pierce…” He felt her shaky inhale of breath. 
 
    He should have left it at that; that story was more palatable. 
 
    “Not exactly… He thought that threatening her kid would be even more effective, so he said he would kill me if she didn’t pay him what she owed.” He clenched his jaw, swallowing hard. “She couldn’t – we had no money. So, she begged him – not to spare me, mind you, but to not cut her off.” He let out a harsh laugh into her hair, feeling her body shudder against his – a silent sob that she held back. He remembered the look on his mother’s face, as though she was looking right through him, her son. Her only concern was not about his safety, but where she was going to get her next fix if this man cut off her supply. “Whatever she said pissed him off, so he decided to give her a warning.” 
 
    “Pierce…” She shuddered. 
 
    “I wasn’t a big kid, especially since we hardly had money for food most days because she spent it all on drugs. He threw me onto the bed, held my wrists, and cut me from my neck down.” 
 
    “And she didn’t…” 
 
    “No.” He sucked in another breath. “I don’t even know. All I remember is the bed and the blinding pain all over my body. And then the blood.” 
 
    He paused, waiting for his scar to respond at the verbalization of its origin, but it remained silent – stifled by Ana’s soft warmth. 
 
    “What happened?” she whispered. 
 
    His fingers clenched a little harder into her welcoming flesh, securing himself against the last of the onslaught. 
 
    “I think he hit something… because of the blood… and freaked out and left.” Pierce swallowed. “She looked at me, I tried to say ‘mom,’ but it didn’t come out. And then she turned and followed him. She left me lying there… she left me to die. All for some fucking drugs.” 
 
    That wasn’t the end of his story, but it was the worst part. And it was all that he was capable of revisiting tonight. The memories overwhelmed him and all he wanted was to lose himself in her. 
 
    She was bright and beautiful and strong and intoxicating.  
 
    Losing himself in her was the only way he would be able to forget again. 
 
    Pierce pulled back and crushed his lips to hers. She was the only one who was able to save him from himself and right now, he needed to claim that light for his own. He needed her to know that she was his. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ana moaned into his mouth. She didn’t know whether asking had helped or hurt him, but she hoped for the former. She knew what it was like to have to get over a physical trauma – and locking it up and burying the demons deep inside was not the answer. And she wouldn’t let him convince himself that it was. 
 
    Her heart threatened to burst with the pain and sorrow that she’d felt for that poor boy – the one left to die – the one left to believe that he wasn’t worth fighting for. 
 
    It was no wonder that he felt undeserving of even friendship from those around him when his own mother forced him to believe, in the cruelest way, that he wasn’t worth loving. 
 
    Her arms clung tighter around him wanting to give him everything that he needed to take. 
 
    “Ana,” he rasped, his lips suddenly breaking from hers. “I need to kiss you.” 
 
    So then why had he stopped? Her brow furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “I need to taste you,” he growled and she immediately realized what he meant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The pain of sharing his past was still etched in his black gaze. 
 
    She needed to help him. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” she whispered. 
 
    He was taken aback by her question, but hoarsely replied, “Yes.” 
 
    Her hands fell to her side so that she could move back from him. As she began to move, Ana almost gave up her idea when she saw Pierce wince, his hand immediately rising to rub over his scar.  
 
    She grabbed his other hand, leading him with her as she backed up slowly until her legs hit the edge of the bed. 
 
    Her gaze met the black coals of his, sparking with desire and uncertainty as he got closer the object that had just caused him so much pain. 
 
    “What are you doing, Ana?” he rasped. 
 
    She let his hand fall, her thumbs hooking underneath the waistband of her underwear. 
 
    “Helping you forget… for good.” And then with a courage that she didn’t know that she had, she dropped the fabric to the floor, standing in front of him only wearing the pajama top. 
 
    She watched his body tense with desire, waiting for what was to come. 
 
    Lifting one leg back and then the other, she moved onto the bed until she was just about in the center. His gaze remained locked on his, jaw muscles flexing, as she sat down and then rested back on her hands; her legs bent and spread open revealing herself completely to him. 
 
    “Fuck, Ana.” He tore his eyes away for a second, staring at what lay between him what he needed. “I can’t…”  
 
    The bed might as well have been a minefield, the way that he feared it. 
 
    “Pierce,” she said breathlessly before she lost her nerve. “You are the most irritatingly stubborn man I’ve ever known. The bed can’t hurt you. Come to me and let me help you make a better memory on it.” 
 
    Their gazes locked and for a split-second insecurity overwhelmed her, wondering if he would turn and walk away from her advances like Shane had done so many times – not interested in any part of her except her mouth when it was on him. 
 
    Heat suffused into her cheek, taking in the scene: Pierce, half-naked, fully aroused, in front of her while she relaxed back on the sheets, the most intimate part of her spread wide open before him. 
 
    Her eyes shut. 
 
    And then she felt his strong grip on her calves. She looked at him, watching as he hesitantly put one knee onto the mattress, testing her theory. His hands began to slide up her legs. By the time he reached her knees, both of his were on the bed and the only thing she could detect in his eyes was desire. 
 
    His gaze raised to hers. “How do you make everything ok, Princess? How do you drive out my darkness?” 
 
    His fingers trailed up the soft flesh of her thighs as he bent down between them, placing soft kisses along the inside, making his way to her core. 
 
    “Your scent is intoxicating,” he whispered between his kisses. With each one, she sucked in a little breath, holding it longer and longer, anticipating his talented mouth on the very heart of her. 
 
    He paused just over her and she thought the anticipation might suffocate her. 
 
    “So fucking beautiful,” he whispered hoarsely just before she felt his finger trace lightly along her slit; her hips bucking off the bed in response to his torturous touch. “All fucking mine.” 
 
    And then Pierce claimed that kiss. 
 
    Ana bit her lip to stop the scream that raged against the seam of her lips. 
 
    He didn’t just claim her, he devoured her. Just like he had done with her mouth, he explored every crevice of her sex, centering his attentions on the small nub that set off fireworks behind her eyes. 
 
    Ana thought she might die from the pleasure. She’d never had anyone’s mouth on her like this before. The intimacy of his tongue sliding over her slick folds, delving inside and stroking her, was beyond comprehension.  
 
    As incredible as his fingers had felt, they had been nothing compared to the feel of his mouth over her, his tongue pushing itself inside of her and then retreating to tease her clit.  
 
    Her hands dove through his hair, holding his head to her. His name became a chant on her lips, repeating over and over again until it didn’t even sound like a word – until it became synonymous with the pleasure reverberating through her body. 
 
    Again, her body climbed toward a peak that she was now familiar with. His tongue flicked over her one more time and sent her flying over the edge. She tried to stop it, but she couldn’t contain her scream as her release seared through her. 
 
    “Perfect,” he growled against her, gently licking over her swollen flesh. 
 
    “Pierce…” she breathed his name, her mind still too blissfully blank to think of anything else to say. Her head tipped to the side, catching his barely distinguishable gaze. His white, satisfied smile though was impossible to miss. “Are you ok?” 
 
    Ana winced. She was afraid that she’d pushed him too far, asking him to climb onto the bed for her after what had just happened, but it probably wasn’t the right time to ask. 
 
    Surprisingly, his smile only grew even more seductive. “I don’t know, Princess. I think I need to see you come a few more times and then I’ll know for sure.” 
 
    Heat pooled in her stomach and her face flushed even further at his words. He blew a gentle stream of air over her sex and she felt the shiver crawl over ever cell in her body. 
 
    “Pier—” His name ended in a gasp as his mouth closed over her sensitized flesh once more. “I can’t…” 
 
    Her words trailed off as she quickly found out that she could. Her body retracing its steps towards another orgasm.  
 
    This time, his left hand worked its way underneath her shirt, trailing over the soft skin of her stomach to close over her bare breast. She arched against him, basking in the pleasure that he was giving her non-damaged breast. His fingers rolled and tugged on her nipple. The tingling torture on the erect bud shooting straight to her core. 
 
    She hadn’t been touched like this… ever. 
 
    The reality crashed over her like a tidal wave. Shane had never touched her like this – he’d only ever been concerned with himself. 
 
    And right now, Pierce’s only concern was her. 
 
    She felt him push two fingers inside of her, gasping at the invasion. They began to stroke inside of her as his tongue worked over her sex and she felt another orgasm about to shatter her. His fingers curled against her G-spot and his mouth pulled on her sex demanding her body to explode underneath him one more time.  
 
    All at once, she felt everything and nothing as her exquisite release consumed her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Pierce groaned against her sweet, supple flesh. There would be a night when he lost himself inside of her, but it wasn’t tonight. As much as his erection protested, throbbing angrily inside his sweats, tonight was for her. 
 
    Well, not just for her. 
 
    He’d enjoyed this almost has much as she had. He’d been aching to taste her since, well… for a while now. He wondered if the fire she showed him in the conversations would extend to this. 
 
    Oh, and it had.  
 
    Hearing her moan his name was like a caress in and of itself, begging him for more. He’d never wanted to pleasure someone so much in his life. 
 
    And the way she came… Just like the other day in the hall, it was like she was experiencing it for the first time. Tonight, when she’d spread her legs for him, revealing those glistening folds that he’d asked to kiss… it had been seductive as all fucking hell. But he hadn’t missed the tiniest hazy of uncertainty in her gaze – as though she wasn’t sure what to expect. 
 
    Maybe he’d fucking imagined it. 
 
    Especially after he’d lost his shit. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    It had never been that bad before. Then again, it had also never been that good. 
 
    His tongue gently lapped over her, bringing Ana back down from the release that had decimated her body. Pierce was now very aware of how much of his body was touching the bed and how little it seemed to matter. 
 
    The only thing that seemed to matter to him right now was her and he wasn’t sure if that should be more or less frightening to him.  
 
    Somehow, she had made his horror ok. Maybe because he’d wanted her more than he’d wanted to play it safe. 
 
    Wasn’t that the fucking truth, he thought wryly. He’d given the finger to every safe decision the second that he’d touched her. And somehow, something that, on the one hand, felt wrong in every way, somehow seemed to be making everything right. 
 
    He groaned and slowly pushed himself away from her, making sure he trailed his hands along the firm muscles of her legs and not releasing them until he was standing free of the bed. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    He watched as she blinked, her golden eyes shining in the shadows. Pierce bit his lip as her legs slid shut, hiding from him the delicious view that he’d been tempted to partake of again. 
 
    “I should go, Princess,” he said softly. 
 
    She pushed herself up to sit, bending her legs to the side. Her beautiful face flickering with confusion. “Why? What about…” 
 
    She didn’t need to finished her question and the direction of her gaze didn’t need to suggest her thought; he knew that his arousal was blatantly obvious and unaddressed. 
 
    “I’m good, Ana.” He watched her legs slip over the edge of the bed and then she stood in front of him. “You need to get some rest. You have to meet with your brother and Tash tomorrow; I don’t want you to have to explain why you were up all night.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him, leaning in towards him. “Just because you had your tongue on me doesn’t mean you get to tell me what to do.” 
 
    A laugh erupted from him. That was his Ana. 
 
    “Will you stay with me?” Her words were so soft, he almost hadn’t heard them.  
 
    He brought his hand up to her face, tracing over her lower lip as his gaze bored into hers. 
 
    “Princess, if I had my way, I’d stay with you forever.” But that wasn’t possible, not tonight. And probably not ever. 
 
    She read the unspoken words in his gaze and she knew as well as he did how true they were saying, “Just a little longer.” 
 
    “Just a li—” He broke off with a curse as her hand wrapped around his hard length, pleasure searing through him. “Christ.” 
 
    His hand slid down underneath her chin, tipping her gaze up to meet his dark piercing stare. “Do you enjoy torturing me, Princess?” he rasped as she continued to stroke him. 
 
    He sucked in a breath as the most beautifully seductive and satisfied smile came over her face. “Yes.” Her expression became serious. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Yes.” There was no hesitation even though he could see what was coming. 
 
    Grabbing his arms, she turned him one-eighty, pushing him back until his legs hit the edge of the bed. And then she kept pushing, forcing him to sit. 
 
    Pierce sucked in a breath, his hands coming up to grip her naked ass, holding onto her to keep all thoughts of where he was at bay. 
 
    She bent over and his hands moved to cup her breasts through the flannel. 
 
    God, why hadn’t he taken her damn shirt off? 
 
    She hooked her fingers underneath the waist of his sweatpants and he rose up slightly so that she could pull them down over his hips. And then she dropped to her knees in front of him, taking his sweats down to the floor with her. 
 
    Before he had another chance to protest – not that he wanted to – the hot heat of her mouth closed over him. 
 
    His hands sunk into her hair as her name ripped from his lips. He stared down, watching as his hard length disappeared into the heaven of her mouth over and over again. It was barely a few minutes before he was ready to come. If he wasn’t blinded by pleasure, he might have felt a moment of embarrassment at how easily she made him lose control. 
 
    She was too damn good at this. 
 
    And then that sharp tongue of hers ran firmly up his length, swirling around the head of his arousal and sent him over the edge. His hips jerked forward, his hands flexing to hold her head steady as his release poured into the warmth of her mouth. 
 
    Ana sucked on him, riding out the undulations of his hips and the pulsing of his cock until he was completely dry. Her mouth gently pulled off of him, licking her tongue over his tip once more to catch the last bead of his orgasm. Her hands grabbed his sweats and pulled them back up and gently over his sensitive cock as she came to stand in front of him. 
 
    “You were saying?” she asked innocently. 
 
    “Fucking minx,” he swore, standing to roughly claim her mouth one last time. 
 
    When he broke the kiss, their chests were both heaving and he knew that it was time to go before he ended up staying the entire night. 
 
    Not like that would be enough… 
 
    “You are incredible, you know that, Princess?” 
 
    She bit her lip and he knew just how much his compliment affected her; it made him want to do it again. 
 
    “I thought I was bossy and demanding,” she teased back, her arms crossing over her chest. 
 
    “Well, there’s that, too.” She playfully smacked his arm.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She lost herself in the dark depths of his eyes. 
 
    “I should go, Ana,” he said again hoarsely.  
 
    . She didn’t want him to go. She wanted him to stay – to sleep with her. It wasn’t possible though – not with her brother so close 
 
    So, instead of asking for what she wanted, she whispered instead, “Are you ok?” 
 
    His hand came up to cup her cheek, his thumb brushing over the soft skin. She sucked in a breath at the tender movement. 
 
    “Only when I’m with you,” he confessed with tortured awe as though he struggled to believe it himself. Her body hummed with the knowledge that she was able to make him ok, that she was able to keep back the pain from his past. 
 
    She bit her lip. “Goodnight, Pierce.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Princess.” 
 
    She wasn’t even embarrassed, following him to the door without underwear, closing it after he slipped out. In a trance, she made her way back to her bed, her fingers running over the sheets, reliving every moment of what just happened. 
 
    Pleasure and pain fought for her attention; pleasure at the memory of his touch and his parting words, pain at the memory of hearing about his past and seeing the effects that it had left him with. 
 
    Her head touched the pillow the same moment the tears began to fall, her ache for him winning out. 
 
    How could someone leave their own child to die? 
 
    She knew the answer: a person on drugs was never in their right mind. Still, her heart throbbed for the poor boy, not only having to see his mother, someone he loved, live with an addiction like that, but to watch as she chose it over him and at the expense of his own life. 
 
    Now, she understood why he pushed people away. He could say it was for their benefit all he wanted. He could joke that it was because he had no soul and that they’d cut out his heart.  
 
    She knew the truth.  
 
    They hadn’t cut out his heart – it had been ripped out by the one person who was supposed to love him and care for him. And it was no wonder why he didn’t want it back. 
 
    Piece had buried those memories, allowing them to eat away at him rather than face them and face having to feel again. 
 
    Until her. 
 
    As she closed her eyes, his words ‘only when I’m with you’ lulled her to sleep. For the first time, Ana felt special. She felt completely and wholly wanted by someone and for more than just pleasure.   
 
    They were here to find a stolen painting but, at this moment, if she wasn’t careful, she could wind up having to search for her stolen heart along with it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Knock. Knock. 
 
    Pierce groaned, his muscles protesting from their cramped position on the couch. 
 
    Who the hell wanted him at this hour? 
 
    The pounding on his door persisted. Dragging himself up, he ran a hand through his hair, walking over to the door to his room and yanking it open. 
 
    “What the hell…” He grumbled, seeing Morgan standing outside with a look of irritation on his face. 
 
    “We need to talk.” And then Morgan pushed past him into his room. 
 
    “Come on in…” he muttered in annoyance. If his mouth hadn’t been pleasuring the man’s sister only a few hours ago, he would have had more to say about his friend’s barging into his room. 
 
    He shut the door and turned to meet Morgan’s gaze. His body hummed, thinking about a very similar gaze that had been on him last night. 
 
    “Is there something going on between you and my sister?” he demanded. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied with a casual smile. “In fact, we’re going on a date this weekend.” 
 
    “Goddammit, Pierce. That’s not what I fucking meant and you know it,” Morgan growled. “I don’t know what game you are playing, but whatever it is, you need to leave Ana out of it. She’s been through enough. I fucking warned her about you and your damn games, but she doesn’t know you like I do; she wouldn’t even see them coming.” 
 
    Pierce scowled. This was the second time Morgan had said something to him along those lines and this time, he wasn’t going to just let him brush it off. 
 
    Now, what was the best way to get Morgan to tell him what the fuck he was talking about? 
 
     “Bullshit,” he called, crossing his arms over his chest, his dark eyes daring Morgan to contradict him. “Your sister seems like she can hold her own just fine without big brother having to intercede on her behalf. Honestly, I don’t know who she gets more annoyed with – me for disobeying her or you for always jumping in to rescue her.” 
 
    “Pierce,” Morgan fumed. “You have no fucking idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    “Well then enlighten me because the way that I see it, I always get what I want except when I come up against her.” He shrugged. “Seems like she’s pretty fucking strong to me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, she wasn’t a few years ago when her ex-fiancé abused and almost destroyed her. If it hadn’t been for me… Well, I won’t even go there. I’m here because I know how much you fought against us working with her to fix this situation and I know how much you seem to want to do this all on your own, which means that I also know that you probably have some sort of scheme to make that happen. All I’m here to tell you is that you need to leave my sister out of it or so help me God…” Morgan ran his hand over his mouth. “She may look strong, Pierce, but she’s not – not deep down. And if you do something that hurts her, I will kill you.” 
 
    Pierce felt like his jaw was about to break he was clenching so hard. He’d barely registered the words out of Morgan’s mouth after hearing that Ana had been abused by someone. 
 
    “Promise me that you will leave her out of it.” Morgan let out a harsh laugh. “I don’t even care what you are going to do; just leave Ana alone.” 
 
    Pierce’s eyes narrowed on his friend, but the gaze that stared back sent a wave of nausea through his body. 
 
    He nodded and jerked his door back open, a silent demand for Morgan to leave. 
 
    The other man strode purposefully to the door, pausing just in front of him. 
 
    “I want your word.” 
 
    His mood darkened even further. “You have it.” The hard edge in his voice was sharp and unrelenting. “Now get the fuck out.” 
 
    Pierce slammed the door behind him, hearing Morgan’s footsteps pound down the stairs towards the sister he was intent on protecting. 
 
    He wanted to scream. He needed to punch something. And for some reason, the only thing he could think to do was the one thing that never would have crossed his mind before last night.  
 
    It wasn’t just some reason – it was Ana. 
 
    Walking over to the untouched bed, he dropped to one knee and began to pound his fist into the mattress over and over again. His arms fell to the comforter, his head dropping onto them as his chest heaved, trying to replenish oxygen and sanity into his body. 
 
    The worst part was that he wasn’t mad at Morgan for what he had said; Morgan had every right to be concerned that Pierce would end up hurting his sister. 
 
    The worst part wasn’t even that he knew he had to leave her alone – and not just out of his schemes.  
 
    The worst part was that someone else had hurt her. He didn’t even know the extent, but he had a feeling that it wasn’t the emotional abuse that she had alluded to; he doubted that Ana would confide in her brother that her fiancé had never given her an orgasm. No, now his gut told him it was more than that – it had been physical as well. 
 
    Out of everything that had happened to him in his life – his mother forsaking him, Sanchez killing her, being abandoned over and over again by foster families – none of those people who had hurt him had ever inspired such rage as whoever this ex-fiancé of Ana’s was. And knowing what surviving all of those things had done to him, he would go through it all again, every fucking fucked-up moment, if it meant that he could take away what happened to her. 
 
    But, he couldn’t. 
 
    He couldn’t take it away which meant the only thing that he could do was to make sure that she wasn’t hurt again and being involved with him would only guarantee the opposite of that. 
 
    He groaned, pressing his forehead harder into the mattress as his hands gripped the back of his head. 
 
    He was touching a bed. 
 
    Without Ana. 
 
    And he felt only minor discomfort, a dull reminder from his past – nothing like what usually happened. He closed his eyes and all he saw was her, her eyes begging him to trust her, her lips red and swollen from his kisses, her thighs spread before him, revealing the sweetness between them. She’d given him that. In those few moments, she’d managed to help to heal him. 
 
    He would never be able to give her that. 
 
    Morgan was wrong about one thing though. His sister wasn’t weak; she didn’t need him to save her. Ana was strong and independent and stubborn and demanding.  
 
    He let out a cynical laugh, remembering her words from the night before as he shook his head. 
 
    After whatever she had been through, she was beautiful and bright where he’d remained dark and cold. She deserved to be with someone who wouldn’t dim – or worse, extinguish – that.  
 
    Whatever that motherfucker ex-fiancé had done to her hadn’t broken her. But, that didn’t mean that she deserved to go another round with the heartbreak guaranteed by his presence – because that is what it would inevitably come down to. No matter what he had done, no matter how hard he had tried, even his own mother couldn’t love him enough to even want to keep him alive. 
 
    How could he expect anyone else to? 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Everything ok, Ana?” Tash’s voice broke through her distraction. They were both sitting downstairs waiting for Morgan who was five minutes late; she was about to go upstairs and yank him from bed if he had overslept. 
 
    Her eyes met the blonde’s. “Yeah. Fine.” She grimaced as her words came out too quickly. “Sorry, just wondering what is taking my brother so long.” 
 
    Tash nodded, but her expression said that she didn’t believe her. Her next words confirmed it. “I just wanted to make sure. I heard some… noises… from your room last night. I almost came to check on you, but…” 
 
    She trailed off because Ana knew exactly what she was about to say. Her face flushed beet red – an obvious admission of guilt. 
 
    “You don’t think…” Her mind immediately went to Morgan whose room sat partially above hers. 
 
    Tash shook her head. “I don’t think so. Plus, I don’t think he would have waited until the morning to find out what was going on.” 
 
    Ana let out a huge sigh of relief.  
 
    “Sorry,” she mumbled, shaking her head. “I didn’t realize we were… that you could…” 
 
    As awkward as Ana felt, Tash’s calm chuckle told her that the other woman wasn’t fazed about what had been going on. “It’s fine. Normally, I sleep like a baby, but since…” She trailed off for a moment. “Some nights I wake up with nightmares.” 
 
    Ana felt her heart squeeze; she knew that phase. 
 
    “I can tell you that they will stop,” she offered. “I wish I had more advice or another suggestion for you, but is there anything I can do? Anything that helps?” 
 
    Tash shrugged with a defeated, but appreciative, smile. “I don’t think so. The only thing that seemed to work was… well, let’s just say that I can’t ask it of him right now.” 
 
    Ask it of whom? Ana wondered curiously.  
 
    Could she mean Pierce? They were friends, after all. 
 
    Tash looked away and before Ana could press any further, Morgan’s footsteps echoed down the stairs. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. Ana could tell that something was bothering him. And it wasn’t because of any ‘twin thing.’ Frustration was written all over his face. 
 
    “It’s fine,” she reassured him with a smile. She’d been planning to scold him, but not with the way he looked. “I just wanted to briefly meet with the two of you about this coming weekend.” 
 
    She turned to Tash. “If at any point you feel uncomfortable, I want you to tell Morgan. I’ve already instructed Tony and Gino to make sure that they get you out of there if something happens or you don’t feel safe.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ana, but really, I’ll be ok.” Ana could practically hear the excitement and relief in Tash’s voice. She knew that the other woman was probably looking for any way to escape the nightmares. Any distraction – no matter how dangerous. 
 
    “Morgan.” She returned the discussion to her brother. “Tony and Gino are going to be in the background looking for any potential threats. Meanwhile, Pierce and I are going to try to identify the woman as soon as possible so that you two can approach her.” 
 
    “Don’t you think maybe Tony should stay with the two of you?” he interjected. 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “It’s a large room and there’s going to be almost seventy people there. We have limited resources, I can’t chain half of them to one spot,” she replied incredulously, annoyed that he was questioning her. 
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Like what? This is my job, Morgan. I’ve done much more dangerous things that you don’t even know about – for good reason.” 
 
    “No,” he said gruffly. “I don’t like that you’re having to work with Pierce. Alone.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked cautiously, her heart starting to race. 
 
    What if he had heard something? What if he saw something? What if he somehow knew? 
 
    “Because, Ana.” He sighed. “I’ve told you. Pierce has his own agenda – if he hasn’t proven that to you already. He’s unpredictable and I don’t want you being forced to be involved.” 
 
    Too late. She was already involved, not in the way he thought, but at least the decision had been her own. 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Morgan. He’s not going to do anything that I don’t tell him to. Trust me.” His persistent need to protect and watch over her was really starting to suffocate her. She loved him, she really did, but he needed to stop treating her like the broken girl that she’d been three years ago. She was stronger now; she just didn’t know how to make him see that. 
 
    Morgan didn’t respond, he only shook his head as though she had no idea what she was saying.  
 
    “Anyway,” she continued, hoping that was the end of his dissent. “While we are finding her, I want you two to mingle with as many people as you can. I don’t want her to realize that you’ve been planted there. If you just hole up and wait for us, it could be too obvious when you go to speak to her immediately after talking to us.” 
 
    “So, you’re just going to come find us and point her out?” Morgan asked. 
 
    She was about to say ‘yes’ when Tash spoke up. 
 
    “What about if you have a drink delivered to us? You know, like ‘compliments of the lady in red’ or something. And then we will know to meet you at the bar and you can point her out without our conversation being too conspicuous?” 
 
    Ana just blinked. That was actually not a bad idea. 
 
    “I think… that is a really good idea,” she replied and Tash smiled in response. “It’s obvious that this woman is extremely cautious so any precaution that we can take to prevent our association from being too obvious we should.” 
 
    “Good idea, Tash,” Morgan murmured. 
 
    “Ana, we need to get dresses,” Tash said as though the thought just came to her. 
 
    Ana stared at her blankly. What was she talking about? 
 
    “Dresses… you know. As in an outfit for the night,” Tash elucidated. “I mean, unless you have something that fancy. I didn’t bring anything like that with me…” 
 
    Ana groaned. She hadn’t even thought about that. “You’re right, again.” God, she wouldn’t have missed a detail like that before; her distraction with Pierce was making her sloppy. “Crap.” 
 
    “Why crap? You love to go shopping!” Morgan exclaimed. 
 
    Yeah, well not since showing half of her body became a problem. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at her brother. “Ok, well, we can go to Harrod’s tomorrow, if that works for you?” 
 
    Tash nodded. “I just have PT in the morning. Hopefully, today is the last day for the air cast.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Do you want to meet there or here?” 
 
    “I’ll probably come back here first. I’m still not too familiar with where I’m going. Plus, I’ve heard how big the store is – I’ll probably get lost if I get there on my own.” She laughed lightly. 
 
    “What am I – chopped liver?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Ana rolled her eyes; she wasn’t the only one who had enjoyed shopping.  
 
    “Yes, tomorrow you are,” she said firmly. She was actually looking forward to some girl time; she needed to talk to someone. “Plus, don’t you want to keep an eye on Pierce? You’re the one who is so convinced that he is going to go off the reservation.” 
 
    He glared back at her. 
 
    “Just because I’m convinced doesn’t mean that I care. Pierce can do whatever the hell he wants,” he said nonchalantly. “Just as long as it doesn’t involve you.” 
 
    Ana swallowed over the lump in her throat. 
 
    “I’m going to run to the market,” Tash said quietly. 
 
    Neither Ana nor Morgan broke their stare for a prolonged second before she finally turned to acknowledge Tash. “Ok, I’ll see you tomorrow morning then. What time do you get done? Like ten?” 
 
    Tash nodded as she stood. “I’ll be back soon.” And then she left Ana alone with her brother and his scowl. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Morgan? What’s going on?” she asked with a sigh, walking over to the fridge to grab a bottle of water from inside. 
 
    “Something is going on.” Ana froze, staring into the inside of the fridge, waiting for the ax to fall. “Pierce is up to something.” 
 
    The sound of the fridge shutting covered up her relieved exhale. 
 
    “Is that why you were upset when you came down here?” 
 
    “I just get the feeling that he is keeping something from me,” he said as he stared hard at her. Ana tried to keep her expression as blank as possible while she thanked the gods that the stupid ‘twin thing’ didn’t exist, otherwise he would have a good idea just what was going on. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Just the way he’s been acting lately.” He shook his head. “Ruder to you than is normal for him. Keeping to himself. And the biggest thing… he hasn’t brought anyone home the past week or so. Hell, I don’t even think he’s gone out at night and that is not like Pierce.” 
 
    “Oh…” She dropped her gaze. Yeah, he hadn’t brought anyone home because he’d been with her. 
 
    “Ana…” His voice dropped. Shit. “What’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she insisted. 
 
    “You’re not a good liar. What’s going on? Do you know something?” He swore. “I knew I was missing something. I came home the other night after the movies to find two sets of dishes in the sink. And then there was the fucking comment he made the other day about seeing you later to apologize.” She stared as her brother quickly began to put together the little breadcrumbs that had been left behind. “Ana, tell me what the hell is going on with Pierce. Is there something going on between—” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted him firmly before he went too far. “There is nothing going on and I don’t know anything more than you.” That was a lie, so she decided to continue quickly with something that was as close to the truth as possible. “I was making dinner the other night when he came home and he asked for some.” She laughed. “Actually, he told me that he wouldn’t tell me what he found out about the auction unless I made him some. So, I did. And he told me what I wanted to know.” 
 
    Morgan raised an eyebrow at her skeptically. 
 
    “You freaking went to the movies with Tash the other night, but you don’t see me here accusing you of having something going on with her!” 
 
    “Fine,” he admitted gruffly. “What about the apology?” 
 
    Ana rolled her eyes. “ 
 
    “Ok, but if I find out that there is more to this, I’ll—” 
 
    “You’ll what, Morgan?” she retorted.  
 
    Enough was enough. 
 
    She was tired of being babied. She had enough lingering insecurities as it was; she didn’t need her own brother acting like she was weaker and needed more coddling than she did. 
 
    “What will you do?” she asked again, her tone even angrier. “I’m a grown woman, Morgan. I will make my own choices and my own mistakes. You need to accept that and you need to stop trying to shield me from everything. If you trust in my decisions – like you yelled at Pierce to the other day – then you shouldn’t be scolding me for them today.” 
 
    “I can accept it, Ana, but not when I have to pick up the pieces afterward. And especially not when I can do something to avoid the whole goddamn disaster. Let’s face it, you haven’t made the best choices when it’s come to men and I’m not about to just sit here and let the wool be pulled over my eyes while you let yourself be fooled into thinking that Pierce cares about you.” 
 
    “Seriously?” she stared at him incredulously, the hurt his words had caused only fueling her anger. “I’m sorry you think I’m just some child to be looked after, that I can’t take care of myself and handle my mistakes. You aren’t responsible for my life, Morgan; you never were. Not to mention, that was three years ago. Not only am I not the same person, but Shane was a fucking psycho as you well know.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, so is Pierce,” her brother responded acerbically. 
 
    Ana swallowed the words she was about to say. There was no arguing with Morgan when he was like this. This is why they hadn’t talked for years, because when Morgan got it in his head that she needed to be protected from something or someone, that was the end of it. Either she let him do as he wished and followed his every order to the letter or he cut her off, ‘not wanting to be in any way responsible for the outcome.’ 
 
    “Well, I hope you feel like the savior that you always need to be, Morgan. I hope that belittling me and insulting your friend, however much of an unpredictable ass he might be, has in some way validated your hero-complex. But, for the future, you can save it for someone else. I’m not some damsel-in-distress. I’m a grown woman and I don’t need you to be my hero anymore; I’m more than capable of saving myself.” 
 
    And then she grabbed her water bottle from off the counter and turned into the staircase, taking the steps two at a time as she heard her brother yell after her. 
 
    “Ana…” She kept walking. “Morgana!” 
 
    Closing the door to her room, she burst into tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    A thrill of excitement moved through her as she and Tash walked into Harrod’s. She used to enjoy shopping because new clothes had made her feel beautiful and she’d like to think that Shane had paid just a little more attention to her with them on. But towards the end of their relationship, even that hadn’t done the trick. And then afterwards… well, with the way the fashion trends were today, less always seemed to be more, except she couldn’t wear less without risking exposure. Another (minor) reason why she’d jumped at the chance to work in London: permanent sweater weather. 
 
    Today though, for the first time in ages, she was excited to find something to wear. 
 
    She was excited to see Pierce’s reaction to her in something sexier than flannel or a sweater. 
 
    “You ok?” she glanced over at Tash whose eagerness yesterday for this moment seemed to have diminished.  
 
    Tash attempted a smile. “Yeah, I mean, this place is incredible,” she replied in awe.  
 
    Harrod’s was definitely a place to see when in London. The department store had everything that you could ever dream about buying – oh, and it had its own gift shop. There were a ton of other places that she could have suggested, but for some reason, when Tash mentioned shopping, this is where she knew that she would find something that would knock Pierce off of his feet. 
 
    “I figured you would like it.” 
 
    And there was the sad smile again. “I do,” she began. “Just not as much as I thought I would.” Tash sighed as they stepped onto the escalator. “Not because of the store… I don’t know. The old me would have died coming in here. I mean, look at that.” She pointed to the Egyptian décor encasing the escalators – from sphinxes to Egyptian statues – it was almost like a museum, except the only artifacts on display behind the glass windows were Hermès and Prada. 
 
    “It is pretty incredible,” Ana agreed. “But, I know what you mean.” 
 
    They stepped off the moving staircase and made their way into the women’s eveningwear section, suddenly immersed in a sea of silks, satins, and jewels.               
 
    “I used to love shopping… until everything that happened with my ex.” Ana paused to let out a small laugh. “I thought today would be the same except now, surprisingly, I’m excited to find something sexy to wear…” She trailed off as she pulled out a black silk dress with a plunging neckline.  
 
    Sleeveless. No good. 
 
    “For Pierce?” Tash asked. 
 
    Ana stopped in her tracks to sheepishly meet the other woman’s gaze. “I know.” She sighed again heavily. “I know.” 
 
    “Ana, I don’t want you to think I was saying that you shouldn’t get involved with him.” Tash placed her hand on her arm. “I just want you to be careful. You’ve been so nice to me and I’d like to think that we are friends; I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied. “And I know that I’m probably heading in that direction, but I can’t seem to want to turn around. All I want to do is turn to him.” She pulled out a navy-blue sheath dress that had spaghetti straps. “What do you think about this one?” 
 
    “I love it personally, but I think you should wear something a little brighter,” Tash replied. 
 
    “I didn’t mean for me. I meant for you.” She held the dress out for Tash to take. 
 
    There was no way she was wearing anything with spaghetti straps. 
 
    Did this store have anything with sleeves? 
 
    “I know I’m probably being foolish and I know that you and Morgan are probably right, but I always made all the right decisions, you know?” The question was rhetorical. “I made all the right decisions and they almost destroyed me. What incentive could I possibly have to want to do that again?” 
 
    “Wait, Morgan doesn’t know, does he?” 
 
    “No.” Ana shook her head vigorously. “No, he thinks that Pierce is just trying to pull one over on me with the mission and he’s already pissed that I won’t listen to him. I can’t imagine what would happen…” 
 
    “I was going to say…” Tash trailed off. “I mean, he loves you and he doesn’t want to see you get hurt, but at the end of the day, it’s not his choice to make.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I tried to tell him. I just wish he could understand it. He, more than anyone, knows what happened to me; you would think he could understand where I’m coming from. Instead, he just thinks that I’m making more wrong choices; he refuses to see that I was making all of the right ones before…” 
 
    “He does like to be the hero. I’ve only just met him, but seeing how he treats me, I can only imagine what he feels for you.” Tash paused for a moment to think before asking, “Do you know Cyn? When I first met her, she was running from a bad end to a relationship. She wanted my life – my lifestyle – because of the control that it gave her over men. In a lot of ways, most people would consider it making all the wrong choices, but sometimes that is what you need to do to heal. You just have to be prepared to accept the consequences of those choices. In her case – in my case – the consequence of only having a professional relationship is knowing that you will always be perpetually alone, that you will never have something deeper.” 
 
    Ana nodded as she continued to listen, moving to another rack of dresses, really beginning to worry if there was anything in this department that would cover up the scar on her shoulder. 
 
    “In this case, I think that as long as you know the potential consequences of getting involved with Pierce, as long as you know that chances are he will never want more than sex, I think you should do what makes you happy. Forget Morgan. I mean, at some point it would probably be wise to tell him before he finds out the hard way – I think that would be much worse. But, right now, it’s too early for that.” 
 
    “Do you think the pleasure right now is worth the pain later?” Ana wondered out loud. “Am I fooling myself? I see how he is… I hear how he was… Am I just asking for trouble?” 
 
    “I… I don’t think anyone but you can answer that, doll. And unfortunately, I don’t think you’ll know until you get there.” Tash pulled out a deep purple velvet dress, quickly shoving it back when she saw the gaudy jewel detail on the front. “From my experience, I think that sometimes, you have to have to live in the moment; you can’t always make all the safe choices. And if Pierce wants you and you want him and it’s giving you something that you’ve never had before… then I would take advantage of that.”  
 
    “He never wanted me,” Ana said softly. 
 
    Tash stopped and stared at her. “Wait, what do you mean? Pierce definitely wants you, probably more than he’s used to, which means it’s inevitable that he’s going to do something stupid.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Not Pierce. My ex. He never wanted me; he was never attracted to me. He was attracted to the idea of having a trophy wife – and the easy access to my family’s law firm. I’ve never had someone want me the way Pierce does. And the way that that makes me feel, well, I don’t think that you made wrong choices, Tash. Being so desired is incredibly addicting. I don’t think I’m brave enough, but I can see how a life based on that could be worth exploring.” 
 
    Tash smiled at her and laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t say it’s quite like the passionate fairy-tale you are suggesting, but it does have its benefits; more importantly, it was the right decision for me.” A shudder passed over her. “Now, who knows what will happen?” 
 
    Ana turned and grabbed her shoulders. “It’s going to be ok, Tash. They are going to get him and you’re going to be able to go back home and back to your life.” She’d meant the words to be comforting, but, for some reason, they just made Tash seem even sadder. 
 
    “But do I want to?” she replied hollowly. There was a moment of silence as Ana tried to think of how to respond. “But that’s a problem for another day.” A brave smile spread over her face. “For right now, our mission is dresses and then to catch a thief.” 
 
    Ana laughed. “You are way too excited about this.” 
 
    “Seriously? How can you not be? It’s like right out of a spy novel,” Tash joked as she pulled a red sparkly dress off of the wall. “What about this one?” 
 
    Strapless. 
 
    “Too bright. I want to look sexy, but we can’t afford to have everyone’s eyes on me.” 
 
    Ana continued browsing through a series of all black dresses; she was about to go ask one of the saleswomen to show her where they kept winter formal wear since none of the options she’d seen had anything that remotely resembled shoulder coverage. 
 
    “Ana, this is perfect!” Tash exclaimed, just as Ana decided to find that saleswoman.  
 
    She turned to see Tash holding up a red and black lace number. The front of the dress came up and around the neck with black, sheer mesh over the chest to obscure the skin underneath. The black sheath was covered with a red, floral lace design that was interspersed up the front, coming up on either side of the mesh and then continuing down on the left side only as a sleeve. 
 
    One long, lace sleeve. 
 
    It was perfect. 
 
    She walked over and took the hanger from Tash’s hand. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’re right,” she replied softly. “I think this is exactly what I was looking for.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Ana.” She was standing in front of the microwave, wearing sweats and that same sweater that she always wore around the house, watching and waiting while it heated up her dinner. His deep voice startled her and she turned quickly to face him. 
 
    His stomach clenched. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He’d hoped staying away from her for a day would dull, even just the tiniest bit, his ache for her. It hadn’t. 
 
    She stood in front of him like a golden goddess, begging him to worship her. 
 
    He hadn’t seen her at all yesterday. After his encounter with Morgan, he’d holed up in his room – in his studio – knowing that he wouldn’t be able to keep his hands off of her. 
 
    He’d argued with himself over whether or not to tell her about Loury’s warning. Yes, Tony and Gino should be going there armed, but what if they weren’t? What if, because of the crowd, Ana didn’t want them carrying? All of a sudden, his nonchalance over the whole situation disappeared and the only thing that he could think about was ‘what if Ana got hurt?’ 
 
    He’d insisted to everyone that nothing was going to happen, that this op was perfectly safe. Was his pride more important than her life? He’d gone from one end of the spectrum to the other, finally deciding that he had to tell her to make sure that her team was properly prepared. 
 
    If anything fucking happened to her… 
 
    “Pierce.” His name came out breathlessly from those beautiful lips. 
 
    Their gazes locked for a moment and then the microwave dinged, drawing her focus as she pulled out the carton of Thai leftovers from inside of it. 
 
    “Is everything ok?” she asked, pulling out a fork before turning to face him again. 
 
    “Need to talk to you,” he replied gruffly and she stepped closer. 
 
    Her eyes told him that she expected him to demand that she follow him up to his room again, but that wasn’t going to be the case. Not tonight. 
 
    Not ever again – for her sake. 
 
    All he wanted was to ask her about her ex; he wanted to know everything so that he could kill the man who hurt her. 
 
    But he couldn’t. He couldn’t because that would show her just how much he cared and that was the last thing she needed to be convinced of right now. 
 
    She set the carton down on the countertop, her expression concerned. “What’s wrong? Are you ok?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your dinner. I need to talk to you about this weekend.” 
 
    “Oh, ok. It’s fine,” she answered quietly, but made no move to continue eating. 
 
    “Ana, sit down and eat,” he demanded. For a moment, he thought she was going to fight him, but then she grabbed her food and walked around to where the counter stools were and took a seat on one. 
 
    “Tony and Gino are going to be armed this weekend, correct?” he asked blatantly. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she finished chewing. “What do you mean? Should they be? Can they?” 
 
    “Shit,” he swore. “Yes, they can and they should.” 
 
    “What’s going on, Pierce?” 
 
    “I want to make sure that they are prepared for anything.” 
 
    She set her fork down. “I understand that except you insisted just the other day that this operation was safe enough that Tash could participate.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “What changed?” 
 
    His lips thinned. Why couldn’t she just take his word and leave it? Why did she have to know everything? 
 
    “Loury called.” He placed his hands on the island countertop, pressing against it. “Apparently, the man who was supposed to get that painting all those years ago knows that the woman who has it is going to be there. Loury thinks he will be sending men to take her.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Pierce.” She gasped. “This isn’t a good idea. Maybe we need to rethink this whole thing. I didn’t like it in the first place, but I’m not willing to put the rest of you at risk like this.” 
 
    Pierce stalked around the counter, catching her head between his hands to stop it from shaking frantically. 
 
    “I will figure out a way for Tony, Gino, and me to handle it.” 
 
    “Ana,” he growled. “You know that’s not going to work. There’s not enough of you and you have no idea who she is. We need to continue as planned. There is a good chance that they won’t want to make a scene if they are coming and if they even find her.” 
 
    “Pierce, I’m not going to let you bully me into letting my brother and my friend and…” She stopped as her breath caught on his name – or whatever she’d been about to call him. 
 
    “Think about it, Ana,” he continued roughly. “What happens if just you three go? There will be too many people for you to canvas. Not to mention, you have no idea who she is and if Loury can smell your agent-aroma, there’s a good chance that this girl will, too.” 
 
    Now, she was gnawing on her lower lip. 
 
    “Stop that,” he demanded, his thumb catching her lip and brushing over it to stop her from biting it open. “And what happens if we don’t go at all? Best case – they spook her and she disappears. Worst case – the catch her, get the painting, and probably kill her. Is that what you want? Think, Ana. This girl has been running from me, but more so from them for years. She’s finally trying to sell it probably because she thinks it’s safe; she has no idea that there are going to be men there after her.” 
 
    He knew it was devious – to play to her empathy – but it was the only way to make her understand all of the reasons why it was important that they continue with the operation exactly as they had planned. 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know what you are doing,” she replied smartly. 
 
    Of course, his Princess would see right through him. 
 
    “Is it working?” he asked with a half-smile. 
 
    “Why do you care what happens to her?” she asked. “She stole this painting from you; she’s the reason this whole situation has been hanging over your head. If they catch her and their boss gets this painting, well then at least it’s not on the market. No one would probably ever know and it would solve your problem. The world could continue to safely believe that the forgery in the Met is actually the original.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. Damn woman. 
 
    “Technically, it was her little friend who stole it from me. I get the feeling that she was just along for the ride.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    “You ask too many damn questions, you know that, Your Highness?” he retorted. 
 
    “And I expect answers to all of them, Mr. Lane.” 
 
    For a moment, he let himself get lost in the calming murky green of her eyes. 
 
    How did he tell her that as much as he did want the painting back, he no longer seemed to care about exacting revenge on the women who took it from him? 
 
    How did he tell her that the only parts of his past that he was interested in fixing were the ones keeping him from her? 
 
    He didn’t. Because unlike returning a painting to a museum, there was no returning the parts of him that had been taken – the part of him that allowed him the capacity to love. 
 
    He wanted to be the person that no one, including himself, thought he could be. However, the darker truth that undermined everything that he felt was the deal that he’d made for the information – a deal that required the girl to end up with Loury and not the men he was trying to impress. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how responsible the man would hold him for someone else taking her, but he had a feeling that his head would be first on the chopping block. 
 
    “First off, I don’t believe that having the painting in someone else’s hands is better than having it back where it belongs. But besides that, these people killed her friend. If that wasn’t enough of an indication of their intentions, the fact that Loury called to warn me should be; we aren’t exactly on the best terms to begin with.” He sighed. “If I know anything about the man – and the people he likes to work with – as soon as they have the painting, the girl will be killed, Ana.” He watched her eyes change as the knowledge began to sink in. “I will shoulder the responsibility for losing a painting, but I’m not willing to risk someone’s life when there was something I could have done about it.” 
 
    And he wasn’t just talking about the thief. 
 
    Her mouth parted for a split second and Pierce felt his lips drawn to hers, but then she spoke and saved him from himself. 
 
    “What if I say no?” she whispered. 
 
    “Then I will go on my own,” he replied hoarsely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She swallowed over the lump in her throat as her heart swelled. For all of the asshole things that he said and did, Pierce did have a heart and deep down, it was a good one. Morgan might like to always be the hero, but it was becoming clearer and clearer that Pierce liked to save the day – unconventionally, and most times uncomfortably – from the shadows. 
 
    He didn’t want recognition; he didn’t want you to feel any sort of gratitude or love for him for what he did – that was why he tried to make everyone hate him. 
 
    For the first time, all of the darkness and shadows surrounding him in her mind cleared and she saw him for the man that he was: broken by his past, believing himself unsalvageable and unworthy, yet determined to help those he cares about at the expense of their good opinion of him. 
 
    He did enjoy being an ass, she thought wryly. But now knowing even just a part of what he had experienced, she could see him clearly. Pierce wanted to be cared for, but he was afraid that he wasn’t worthy of love – or life – so it was just safer to push everyone away. But that couldn’t stop him from caring for them, in secret, behind the scenes. 
 
    She raised her hand and placed it on his chest over his scar, feeling underneath her fingertips as he sucked in a breath. 
 
    “What happened to you, Pierce?” she whispered. 
 
    His eyes widened, unprepared for her question, before his expression hardened, his dark eyes glazing over. “I told you,” he bit out. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me the rest.” She could feel his heart beginning to pound underneath her palm. 
 
    “What else could you possibly want to know, Ana?” he rasped. “Jesus Christ. You want to know that I grew up with a mother who was a drug addict. Fuck if I know who my dad was – could have been one of her suppliers for all I know. You want to hear how she was so high all the time that I was the one forced to figure out what we were going to eat that day or how I had to walk her to work every day to make sure that she went and earned money so that we wouldn’t be evicted? Or how when her addiction became so bad that she basically sold me to her dealer in exchange for more drugs? How they used me to sell drugs because they thought it would be less conspicuous?” 
 
    Ana felt the tears building in her eyes, but she forced herself to hold them back. 
 
    “You want to know how they would make me come with them to collect from people who owed? How they brought me along to clean up the mess they made making sure that they got their money? Or you want to know how it got to the point where she needed more than what they were giving her, so she had me steal from them? How she told me that I would do it if I loved her? I was eleven and she was all I had. So, I did. And they didn’t notice for a while. But eventually they realized what was happening. And then that day they came to collect from her like I’d seen them collect from countless others who were suffering and wasting away.” 
 
    “Pierce…” she whispered and his hands dropped from her face. 
 
    “You want to know how after everything that I did, they came and still I tried to protect her, and in return for all of the love that I showed her, she left me to die?” 
 
    Her hand gripped into the fabric of his shirt. She stared into the dark, pained depths of his eyes, but knew he wasn’t seeing her in return – only the painful parts of his past that he’d buried for so long.  
 
    “Or maybe you mean what happened after I almost died?” he continued harshly. “A neighbor heard my screams and called 911. I don’t remember any of it. I remember all the blood and the pain… and then I remember waking up in the hospital with no one around me that I knew. And I was glad. The truth was, I only had myself to blame. I let her addiction get worse; I fed it, and I went along with what she asked. I put her in the position to where she could barely function normally; it was all my fault. And it’s no wonder that she wouldn’t want me alive – since I had basically killed her.” 
 
    “Pierce!” she exclaimed, frantically shaking her head again, her hair flying in front of her face, strands of it sticking to the wetness in her eyes and on her cheeks; her tears were now falling in torrents. “You were a child, you can’t think that. She should have been taking care of you. She should have never—” Her voice broke as she choked on the words, her hands coming up to cup his face, but he immediately pulled back. 
 
    “Don’t Ana, just don’t.” He swore. “Please.” 
 
    If it hadn’t been for that last word, she would have pressed further. It killed her to let him continue to think that he was responsible for his mother’s death, for her addiction; it killed her to let him continue to think that it meant he wasn’t worth loving. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Pierce, but you are not to blame.” she said softly, needing at least those words to come out as she lifted her watery eyes up to his. She stepped closer to him and put her hand back onto his chest where it had been before. “You may not want to believe it, but I know that you have a good heart. I’ve seen it – you should let others see it, too.” She saw his disagreement written on his face; she knew he didn’t want her to see it that way – that he didn’t want her to see the truth. “We will go… this weekend. I will let Tony and Gino know tomorrow what you’ve told me.” 
 
    He nodded curtly. “And, Princess, you might not want to hear it, but you couldn’t be more wrong about me – just ask your brother. I just hope you aren’t too crushed when I manage to prove it to you.” 
 
    Ana wasn’t sure what hurt more – the sharpness of his tone or the confident sincerity and belief in his words. 
 
    “Pierce…” His name escaped on her exhale.  
 
    It ended up being neither. What hurt the worst was the way he then turned and walked calmly out of the kitchen – as though he hadn’t just bared his soul to her, as though she wasn’t standing there with her heart bleeding for him, aching to make his pain go way. 
 
    As though she wasn’t standing there fighting to find a reason not to fall in love with every broken, self-loathing, strong, heroic piece of him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    What the fuck was wrong with him? 
 
    Pierce cranked on the shower, needing the scalding heat to clear his mind and sear every unattainable desire from his body. 
 
    He’d gone down there with one job – one goal: to warn Ana of the potential danger to make sure she, and everyone else, was prepared. 
 
    He’d searched her out to make sure he’d found her in a public space; he didn’t want to take any chances. He needed to stay as far away from her as possible until this whole thing was over. 
 
    He was sure that whatever Morgan had said to Ana, whatever he’d warned her about, was the truth. He was a heartless asshole. 
 
    Or was that just what he wanted everyone to see? 
 
    Pierce swore and punched the tiled wall of the shower. 
 
    She was in his head – her words coming back to him in waves and the look on her face when he told her that he was concerned for the very thief who’d put him in this predicament. 
 
    He saw on her face as her heart broke for him as he told her of his past. She cared; she wanted to care. 
 
    And that was exactly why he never told anyone that story; he didn’t save people, he only destroyed them. 
 
    Tristan and Ellie. Sloane and Cyn.  
 
    His mind interjected thoughts about his friends and the role he’d played in bringing love into their life. 
 
    Dumping shampoo into his hand, he ran the suds through his hair, washing it and any uplifting thoughts away. 
 
    Why had he told her? 
 
    The question nagged at him. Of course, people had asked him before, especially if they saw his scar. He’d never had a problem ignoring the question before. 
 
    Why. Her. 
 
    Because he wanted her to see the real him… he wanted her to care… he wanted her to see that he wasn’t as bad as her brother had made him seem. 
 
    Those wants were a problem. 
 
    If he was wavering at all in his decision to stay away from her, this moment solidified his choice. 
 
    He cared far too much for Ana. And because of that, he was doing things that would only lead her to care more for him. And in the end, he would only end up hurting her… ruining her; she deserved so much more than that. 
 
    He stepped out of the shower, his brain quickly processing what was necessary to keep his distance. The only thing that was a sure bet was to leave; he needed to get out of that house and stay somewhere else. As long as she was within his reach, he would want her; he would need her.  
 
    She’d become his addiction. And he knew all too well that the only way to stop it was to cut himself off. 
 
    So, he walked into his room, pulled out a bag and began to throw enough clothes into it to get him through the next few days. 
 
    Knock. Knock. 
 
    His head jerked towards his door.  
 
    Even after all of that, if it was Ana on the other side of the door, he didn’t know how he was going to turn her away. 
 
    “Tash,” he said gruffly.  
 
    “Do you mind if I come in a second?” 
 
    He pulled back the door and let the familiar blonde inside. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I… I wanted to talk to you for a minute,” she replied, looking inquisitively at the bag of clothes sitting on the bench at the end of his bed. “Are you… going somewhere?” 
 
    “Yeah, just until Saturday.” 
 
    “Oh.” She turned and moved towards the doorway to his studio. 
 
    “What did you want to talk about?” He sighed. “For what it’s worth, I promise that I’ve told you everything that I know about Sloane and Sebastian.” He walked past her into his studio, looking for his sweats that he’d left in there earlier. 
 
    Tash shook her head. “No, that’s not what I’m here about.” Her voice followed him into the room. “I came because I wanted to talk to you about…” She trailed off as he grabbed the pants off of the floor and he realized what she must have seen. “Ana.” 
 
    Her portrait was sitting on his easel, out in the open for anyone who walked in, like Tash, to see. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Well, at least it wasn’t Morgan and at least Tash already had an idea of his preoccupation with their other housemate. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” she said softly. 
 
    “She is beautiful,” he clarified. He stopped, too, to stare at his creation. He’d captured something in her gaze the other night, something that he just couldn’t put a finger on. Yet, whatever it was, warmed him when he looked at it; it made him feel whole and worthy. It made him feel like he was more than what he was. 
 
    “Has she seen it?” 
 
    Pierce just laughed. “No. No one has. Well, except you now. I was keeping it a secret… for obvious reasons.” 
 
    “She looks like she knows something that the rest of us don’t,” Tash observed. 
 
    Yes. She knew him. 
 
    “Well, I’ve learned that Ana has many secrets,” he responded. “I simply painted one of them.” He paused. “I’m still not quite sure what it is though.” 
 
    “She cares about you,” Tash blurted out, turning to face him. 
 
    His mouth thinned. “I know. I’m trying to put an end to it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why do you think, Tash? You of all people should know; you know how I am, how I work. We used to be on the same page.” 
 
    “And what if it was the wrong one?” she countered. 
 
    “I’m not willing to take that chance – not on her.” And with that, he grabbed a piece of drop-cloth and draped it over the portrait, hiding it from the world, hiding her from himself.  
 
    He walked back out of the room, not caring if Tash followed or not. 
 
    “Pierce!” she called after him. 
 
    He shoved his sweats into the bag, waiting for Tash to reappear after him. 
 
    “Tash, what do you want from me? If you care about Ana, if she is your friend, then you should be glad that I’m trying my damnedest to stay away from her,” he said with frustration. 
 
    “I do care about her, but I also care about you,” she persisted. “I know that you and I are similar, which is why I can see that how and what she makes you feel is unlike anything you’ve felt before. How you treat her is not how you – or I – normally treat… well… you know.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” he asked again. 
 
    “Well, I came up here because I could see that you care about her and I wanted you to know that she cares about you too, but now that I’m here, I want you to stop running.” Tash crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “You know it’s for the best.” 
 
    “For who, Pierce?” She let out a laugh. “If I thought for one second that all you wanted from Ana was one night, then I would be holding the damn door open for you to walk out of here. But I know that’s not the case. Can you stand there and tell me that she isn’t different to you?” She raised her eyebrows at him. “And don’t fucking lie. I’m like the female version of you – I’ll know.” 
 
    “No. I can’t.” There was no point in denying it. Plus, it would only prolong this conversation that he desperately wanted to end. 
 
    “Then why are you leaving?” 
 
    “Tash,” he growled. He couldn’t deal with this right now. First, Ana, then the memories of his past, now Tash. He was going to explode.  
 
    “Pierce, you need—” 
 
    “Because!” he roared. “It’s because she’s fucking different that I have to stay away. I am who I am and what you know about me barely scratches the surface, but Ana, she knows. She knows what happened to me because I just fucking told her. And if that doesn’t give her enough proof as to why she needs to stay the hell away from me, then maybe she should just talk to her brother – or anyone for that matter.” He yanked the bag off of the bed and stalked towards the door. “Anyone can fucking tell her that I am a giant fucking mistake.” 
 
    And with that, he stormed out, trying to ignore Tash’s shocked face as he’d walked by. She could stay in his room for all he cared. He wasn’t coming back.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Where the hell are you going?” 
 
    Pierce cursed softly to himself as Morgan’s voice called down the hall after him. 
 
    “I’ll be back for Saturday. I have to take care of a few things,” he replied tightly, turning to face him. 
 
    “Shit, Pierce. Look, if this is about earlier, I’m just trying to look out for my sister—” 
 
    “I know,” Pierce interrupted him. He was just trying to look after her, too. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I told you, I have a few things to take care of. I’ll be back on Saturday.” He turned again to try to leave. 
 
    “Does Ana know you are leaving?” 
 
    He bit into his cheek. 
 
    “I’ll take that silence as a no.” 
 
    When Morgan didn’t say anything else, he continued down the hall and out the front door.  
 
    Once outside, he sucked in a long breath of the cool, crisp air hoping that it would clear out all remaining thoughts of Ana from his head. 
 
    Unfortunately, all it did was cause him to realize that she wasn’t just in his head. The reason he couldn’t stop thinking about her was because she was in his heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey…” Ana answered her door hesitantly at first until she realized that it was Tash who was on the other side. Her eyes were red and puffy from crying, but there was nothing she could do about it now. As long as it wasn’t Morgan who saw – which was unlikely since their fight earlier – she didn’t care. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Tash bit her lip and Ana felt the other woman’s sympathy. She stepped back from the doorway, letting Tash inside. “Are you ok?” 
 
    “I just… No, I guess, not really,” she replied thickly, walking in front of Tash towards her nightstand to grab another tissue from the almost-empty box. 
 
    “He told you what happened to him?” Ana froze at the other woman’s words, her head spinning to stare at her. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “I just saw him.” 
 
    Ana turned back to the tissue box, grabbing a Kleenex and wondering if she should be angry or jealous or just more upset at that news. 
 
    “I didn’t… I mean… He was angry and he practically yelled it at me. That’s why I know.” 
 
    “Do you…” she trailed off. 
 
    Tash shook her head fervently. “No. It was never like that between us. Honestly, I don’t know that he’s told anyone what he must have told you. I mean, even Morgan doesn’t know based on the comments he’s made to me.” 
 
    “Oh…” She felt a little better about it now, but at the same time, a little worse. 
 
    To have kept all of that inside, to himself, thinking that no one would care enough to… care… 
 
    “I want to help him,” she whispered. “But he just stormed off. I don’t know if I should go try to talk to him. I’m just a mess right now and I don’t want him to see that. I want him to know that I’m there for him because I care, not because I pity him.” She wiped her eyes and turned her gaze back to Tash. “How do I even make that distinction?” 
 
    Tash sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. “I… I don’t know, Ana. And I don’t know that I should be involved in what’s going on between the two of you, but I do know that you are both my friends and I don’t want to see either of you hurt, which is why I went to talk to him and it’s why I’m here now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Her brow furrowed in confusion. 
 
    Tash got up from her perch and came to stand in front of her, her hands on Ana’s shoulders. 
 
    “He’s gone, Ana. Until Saturday, he said. But, based on what he said to me and the way he stormed out of here, I figured he wasn’t planning on stopping to inform you. And after our conversation earlier, I didn’t want you to find out on your own.” 
 
    Ana felt like her world had been rocked again. As if the news of Pierce’s past hadn’t shaken her enough, she felt like the wind had been knocked out of her again. 
 
    “Wh… What…” she mumbled incoherently, her senses beginning to fail her. 
 
    “Sit.” Tash’s stern voice broke through her daze as she pushed on Ana’s shoulders, forcing her to sit on the bed. 
 
    “Why…” Her head moved side to side, wondering if this was really happening. 
 
    Maybe she’d pushed too far, demanding that he tell her about his past. Maybe that and the other night was too much. Maybe she was too much and not enough all at the same time. 
 
    “Ana, stop.” Tash shook her a little and her eyes tried to focus on her friend’s concerned face. “What did I tell you? I told you he would probably do something stupid.” 
 
    She licked her lips and nodded. 
 
    “What if I pushed him away? Because I asked about his past…” 
 
    Tash chuckled. “Ana, trust me, this has nothing to do with anything that you did. He is running from himself and he’s a damn idiot – which is what I told him.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s for the best. This probably would have been a mistake anyway,” she replied numbly. 
 
    Tash sat next to her and put an arm around her shoulder. “Well, I can’t say one way or another, but what I can say is that I know men. I especially know the type of man that Pierce was and I know that that’s not the type of man he is around you. He’ll be back, Ana. The way he looks at you… I don’t think the devil himself could keep him away.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Ana took a deep breath, staring at herself in the mirror. She struggled to remember the last time she’d worn a dress – it had been that long. Tash had stopped in earlier to help her put a few curls into her hair, nothing too fancy, and to help her with her make-up. She personally thought that the red lip was too much, but Tash had insisted. 
 
    Now, with the dress on, she had to admit that it was the right move. 
 
    Over the past two days, her emotions had vacillated between that of resignation and determination – to either resign herself to the fact that this was the end of whatever was between her and Pierce, that wanting her wasn’t enough to escape his past, or to remain determined to fight for a desire that she’d never experienced before, one that it seemed like he hadn’t either. Without him here to sway her in either direction, she’d fought back and forth with herself over what she wanted to do. 
 
    Back and forth she’d gone like the pendulum of a clock, ticking down until the moment she would have to see him again and react one way or another. 
 
    Tash’s words kept returning to her – ‘I don’t think the devil himself could keep him away.’ 
 
    Especially not when she looked like this. 
 
    The confidence of the thought surprised her; she hadn’t felt this sexy since, well, probably since the day that she’d gone to surprise Shane. She grimaced, realizing that it had taken her three years to get back to the point where she felt moderately attractive in her own skin. 
 
    The dress fit like a glove. The black silk with the red floral lace was eye-catching and the neckline combined with the single sleeve made the style edgy. 
 
    She took another deep breath. 
 
    Time was up. 
 
    And she knew what she wanted. 
 
    She wanted Pierce. She didn’t care if it was just for one night and she didn’t care how it might break her or her heart when it was all said and done. She wanted him and the part of her that she couldn’t silence told her that he wanted her too. 
 
    Maybe avoiding her altogether helped him to avoid his feelings, but there was one thing that distance doesn’t help: desire. And the reason that she knew that was because in spite of all the pain she’d felt over the past forty-eight hours, her desire for him had only grown stronger. Her dreams… the ache inside of her… had only become more prevalent. 
 
    She opened her door to be greeted by the sight of her brother and Tash talking in the hallway as Tash held onto the bannister to adjust her shoe. 
 
    Her gaze clashed with her twin’s – they still hadn’t spoken since their fight the other day. Maybe because they were both stubborn and demanding. Maybe because everyone was a little on edge about what was going to happen tonight and rehashing personal problems would only add to her distractions. 
 
    No, Morgan would have to wait.  
 
    Tash looked up at her. “Wow, Ana! You look fab!” she exclaimed, walking over and embracing her as soon as her shoe-strap was fixed. 
 
    Of course, Tash looked great, too. She’d ended up choosing the navy dress that Ana had found originally. For some reason, she pictured Tash as wanting something a little flashier, but that might have been remnants of the old Tash peeking through; this Tash preferred to blend in a little more – and Ana knew that feeling better than anyone. 
 
    “Thanks, you too,” she replied softly, hugging Tash back. 
 
    “Ana,” Morgan addressed her as Tash pulled back. 
 
    She just nodded at him and turned towards the stairs. 
 
    “Everyone else is downstairs,” he continued. 
 
    Her step faltered for a moment, knowing that that meant Pierce was back; he was here. 
 
    He was hers. At least for tonight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He stood in stony silence resting his back against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest while he waited for the rest of their group to come downstairs. Tony and Gino stood on the opposite side of the hallway, in quiet conversation with each other. 
 
    Pierce couldn’t help himself from glaring at Tony whenever he glanced his way. 
 
    The man hadn’t even done anything and he wanted to strangle him. 
 
    He clenched his jaw, wondering if the past two days in self-imposed solitude had helped at all. 
 
    Their heads all turned simultaneously as Ana, Morgan, and Tash came down the stairs. 
 
    Pierce felt like he’d been stabbed again – searing pain shot inside his gut just seeing Ana. 
 
    And he realized that those two days had done jack shit to get her off his mind and out of his blood. 
 
    She looked remarkable and far too fucking seductive. Christ, that dress was molded to her and the lace details just gave enough of an illusion to what was underneath that had his heart pumping furiously. 
 
    And it looked like he wasn’t the only one who thought that. His fist flexed as Tony immediately approached her when she got to the bottom of the stairs. He didn’t need to hear what that handsome fucker was saying to her to know that he didn’t like it. 
 
    He also didn’t need to meet Morgan’s eyes to know that they were on him, watching and waiting for how he reacted to his sister. 
 
    He tried to stroll casually over to her and Tony, but the possessiveness he felt made that impossible. 
 
    “You look beautiful tonight, Ana.” He heard Tony’s smoothly accented voice compliment her; the words set his body on fire. 
 
    “Aren’t you fucking cold?” The edge in his tone was unmistakable. He didn’t look at Tony, his eyes focused solely on Ana as her gaze turned to his in shock and surprise at his words – words that were reminiscent of the night that they met. 
 
    “Seriously?” she scoffed, the barest flicker of hurt in her eyes. “I’m perfectly fine, thank you. Do you have a problem with my dress?” 
 
    Fuck. He wanted to tell her that she was the most exquisite thing he’d ever seen, but he couldn’t and because he couldn’t, the next best thing in his mind to get her attention off of Tony was to be an ass. 
 
    “I just think I preferred the sweater.” Especially in public, to keep everything about her hidden from everyone except himself. “But, I guess it will do. Considering.” He smirked at her. 
 
    Ana just rolled her eyes at him and turned back to Tony. “Thank you,” she said, giving the other man a small smile, one that he could see didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
 
    Even though he knew that she didn’t feel anything for Tony, he couldn’t stop the jealousy that raged through him. His deep voice drawled into their conversation again, “I’ve been looking forward to our date tonight.” 
 
    After the emphasis on ‘our’ he glanced at Tony, silently willing him to take the hint that he should ‘bugger off.’ Maybe if he said that, the damn Brit would get the message. 
 
    He could practically see the smoke coming out of Morgan’s ears, but he didn’t care. 
 
    “Really?” she asked with a sarcastic smile. “When you left without telling me the other day, I’d wondered if you’d even show up.” 
 
    So, that’s how this was going to go. “I would never dream of standing you up, Your Majesty.” He raised an eyebrow, silently asking how far she was going to go with this. 
 
    “Oh, wouldn’t you?” She crossed her arms over her chest and Pierce bit back a groan the way her breasts moved under the black, sheer fabric. 
 
    “Of course not.” He smiled in the way that made her breath catch in her chest. 
 
    “Pierce,” Morgan interjected. “If you’re done being an ass, we should probably get going.” 
 
    He held Ana’s stare for a moment longer, before she broke away to address her brother. 
 
    “Ok. Tony, Gino, we’ll see you guys there.” She nodded to her two agents and made for the door. 
 
    They were going to be the first to arrive to assess the situation. If nothing was suspicious, then he and Ana would enter, followed by Morgan and Tash. 
 
    When Ana made a move to follow them, he stepped in front of her, sending her his most seductive smile. 
 
    “Allow me to escort you, Your Highness,” he rasped softly, extending his arm out to her. She hesitated only a moment before placing her hand in the crook of his elbow and allowing him to walk with her out of the house. 
 
    Even the slight touch of her hand on him was enough to put his body into full-fledged arousal. Thankfully, his suit jacket kept most of that hidden. His body pulsed from where she touched him and the only thing that he could think was that the past two days had just delayed the inevitable. 
 
    Tonight, she was his. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The room was fairly crowded already but that had nothing to do with why she was struggling to breathe. They’d shared a cab over to the Shard with Morgan and Tash, which meant that nothing had been said. However, once they’d entered the venue, the couples had split ways, which meant that she and Pierce were now alone. 
 
    In the middle of a crowded room. 
 
    How was this going to work? This wasn’t a good idea, she couldn’t help but thinking. Men and women dressed extravagantly continued to fill into the space with their faces shielded in one way or another. How was Pierce ever going to find the one person that they were looking for? 
 
    “You look nervous,” he asserted, his dark gaze glancing to hers underneath his mask. “Worried about what’s going to happen?” 
 
    “No,” she replied calmly. “Just worried that you aren’t going to stick to the plan.” 
 
    “I told you that I would.” He handed her a glass of white wine that he’d just ordered. They’d stationed themselves near the bar, figuring that most of the guests would make their way over here at one point or another. 
 
    “And then you left.” She wished her tone hadn’t let on how upset it had made her, but there was nothing she could do about it now. 
 
    “Ana—” he began hoarsely. 
 
    “Now’s not the time,” she interrupted him, purposely looking towards the other side of the room. “Do you see her? Or anyone that might resemble her?” 
 
    There was a brief pause and she assumed he was scanning the guests again, except when she peeked over to him, he was only staring at her. 
 
    “Not yet,” he said tightly. “Although, I would have a lot easier time focusing if you had decided to wear the damn sweater.” 
 
    She frowned. “I thought you didn’t like the dress,” she said softly. 
 
    He chuckled and then those dark eyes left hers, dropping slowly down the length of her body, caressing her with his gaze. He leaned in closer to her ear, “No, Princess. I like the dress too damn much.” And then she felt the slightest touch of his hand on her bare back, his fingers tracing along the edge of the dress. Her hand tightened around the wine glass as a shiver ran up her spine from the heat of his touch. “But I’m not the only one,” he growled. 
 
    She sucked in a breath and followed his stare to where Tony was casually making his way around the right side of the room. 
 
    Her gaze continued around to the left side of the room where the table was that had photos of most of the items that were available to bid on. It was where Morgan and Tash were standing, conversing with an elderly gentleman in a very nice, white suit, who seemed quite taken with Tash. Morgan, on the other hand, was waiting for her gaze to meet his, his eyes narrowing suspiciously on her and Pierce. 
 
    “So, do you recognize anyone?” she asked again matter-of-factly, trying to focus on the mission, if for no other reason than her brother was watching. 
 
    Again, silence. But this time, he was actually glancing around the room. She watched as he pushed away from the bar, taking a few steps forward in order to get a better look. Just as he went to turn back to her, a man in an all-black suit walked between them. The space wasn’t really wide enough for him, so he ended up ramming into Pierce on his way through, the wine in Pierce’s glass sloshing up the side. 
 
    “What the…” Pierce swore, looking after the man who didn’t even bother to stop, acknowledge, or apologize. Instead, he grabbed two waiting glasses of liquor off of the bar and continued on his way. 
 
    Her gaze narrowed on him, following him as he walked towards Tony. 
 
    “Fucker is just lucky he didn’t make me spill wine on my suit. Velvet is a bitch to clean.” 
 
    She just nodded, watching as the rude man stopped next to another gentleman similarly dressed and handed him the second glass of alcohol. 
 
    “Ana.” Pierce put his hand on her shoulder and drew her attention back to him. “Do you know him?” 
 
    She started to shake her head when she felt someone trying to squeeze behind her.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. Excuse me,” a soft voice spoke with a hint of an accent – French, maybe? 
 
    Turning her head over her shoulder, Ana saw a woman trying to pass behind her to the bar. 
 
    “Of course,” she replied lightly, stepping closer to Pierce, making more room for her to pass. He responded naturally, his arm reaching around her and pulling her against him. Instantly, her senses were consumed with the heat of his body as it pressed flush against hers. Her gaze quickly focused on the hard chest in front of her and her mouth watered, remembering and wanting the feel of those bare muscles against her. 
 
    Her eyes slowly peeled up to his face, expecting to meet something similar in his stare, only Pierce wasn’t looking at her at all; he was completely focused on the woman she’d just let go by them. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and immediately she wondered if he was really checking out another woman while she was right there in front of him – in his arms. 
 
    Rational Ana quickly intervened, remembering exactly why they were here. 
 
    “Pierce,” she whispered his name, her eyes darting over to the woman again. The petite brunette had paused at the bar, waiting for a drink. She was wearing a simple, deep purple halter-dress that had a very low-cut back. Even though she may have appeared calm to any guest who happened to see her, Ana could tell that she was on edge. One hand clutched her purse, her knuckles white with the effort. The other hand tapped lightly and impatiently against her leg. Her head kept glancing from side to side, pausing back on the bartender during each travel to see if he had finished with her drink yet. Finally, Ana watched as the woman picked up what looked like either a very large glass of vodka, or simply a glass of water. 
 
    They both continued to stare from beneath their masks as she thanked the bartender and then turned back towards their direction, thankfully not noticing their stares, but providing them with a front view of her face – even though it was partially obscured by her black half-mask. 
 
    As she walked by them, Pierce finally returned his gaze to her. He didn’t say a word, only gave her a slight nod and that was all she needed. 
 
    This was the woman they were looking for – the one who had the painting. 
 
    Before she could move or direct him to, Pierce grabbed a glass of red wine from the bar, stopping a passing waiter and instructing him to deliver the glass to Tash and to tell her that it was ‘compliments of the lady in purple.’ 
 
    The waiter seemed slightly confused since Ana wasn’t wearing purple, but as soon as Pierce slipped him a twenty, he strode off to get the job done. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    His eyes were as hard and as dark as coal when he responded, “I may not remember a lot about that night, but I will never forget that face.” 
 
    Even though nothing had happened up to this point, now that they had located her, Ana suddenly felt more anxious. Pierce returned his hand to its former position on her back as if he knew that she needed assurance. She sighed against its warmth as he gently led her a few steps to the side of the bar where they could discreetly watch what was about to unfold. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “From the lady in purple, sir,” the waiter addressed him, handing him the glass of red wine. He nodded and as soon as the man moved on, Morgan immediately scanned the room for the woman in purple. 
 
    He didn’t need to look for long. 
 
    His eyes locked on a petite brunette walking in their direction. She was so tiny that his gaze should have passed right over her, except that for some reason it didn’t. Instead his chest tightened as he watched her small frame move gracefully through the crowd. 
 
    Her short brown hair was in loose curls around her face and just barely through the mask could he make out rich, brown eyes. She was tiny and while Tash was petite too, this woman was thin and fit where Tash still had ample curves. Her tight dress showed off her small, pert breasts, narrow hips, and overall slender frame; its lack of sleeves and thigh-high slit showed off her toned arms and legs – legs that he could immediately envision wrapped around his waist as he took her up against the wall. 
 
    What the fuck, Morgan! 
 
    He shook his head, getting back in the game. 
 
    “That’s her,” he said softly to Tash who followed his gaze over to the woman. 
 
    “Well, what are we waiting for?” And with a brave smile, she led the way over to the other woman. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Tash said sweetly, placing her hand gently on the woman’s shoulder. 
 
    The petite vixen jumped slightly and Morgan swore under his breath; she was afraid. Immediately, his hero instincts kicked in. 
 
    “Yes?” the woman replied, her voice like a soft velvet.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Tash gushed, giving her a large, warm smile. “We’ve never been to one of these before, but a friend of ours told us there would be a specific piece made privately available for sale tonight. I was wondering if you might know who we need to speak to.” 
 
    Well, she certainly didn’t beat around the bush. 
 
    Morgan watched as the woman’s eyes narrowed speculatively on Tash before her mahogany gaze turned to him. 
 
    He felt like he’d been electrocuted and, from the looks of it, she did too. The collected expression on her face broke and her mouth parted. 
 
    “How rude of me,” Tash exclaimed, placing her hand on his arm. “This is my husband, Morgan.” As soon as the words were out, he saw the other woman’s expression freeze back over. Dammit. He didn’t want her to think that, but he had no choice; it was their cover. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name…” Tash continued sweetly, trying to coax any information from her. 
 
    Her gaze broke from his and returned to Tash. “Raine.” Her “r” had small lilt to it, her accent showing through. “What exactly are you looking for again?” 
 
    “A Monet,” he replied, his warm voice rumbling over the dialogue of the room. He felt Tash grip his arm. He knew he should have stayed quiet, but he wanted her eyes on him again. He wanted to feel the burn through his body. Those almond eyes turned to him from underneath her mask and even though the room was now full of people, even though there seemed to be some shuffling going on next to them, all Morgan could see was her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” he swore. Ana’s head jerked towards his; her gaze broke away from her brother and Tash to look up at him, quickly following his stare to see what he had seen. 
 
    The two men. No. Now it looked like there were three. 
 
    The man who had plowed through him earlier and the other man he’d brought a drink to were shoving their way intently through the crush of people towards Morgan and Tash. Only, it was unlikely that they were their target – their target was the woman; these were the men that Loury had warned him about 
 
    “Pierce, no…” She exhaled his name as a plea as he started to pull away. “Don’t even think about going over there; she’ll recognize you. Look, Tony and Gino are heading over there.” Her words came out hurriedly to try to talk him down, but they were ineffective. Her men would never reach them in time. 
 
    “They’re too far away, Ana.” His head turned to stare at her. “Something is going to happen.” 
 
    And then before he could think the better of it, he pulled away from her and pushed his way through the crowd, hoping that his assessment was right – that he would make it to their friends before the other men did. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he repeated over and over again, his tone rude and forceful, not caring who he upset as he pushed through them. 
 
    He could see the backs of Morgan’s and Tash’s heads and heard a vaguely familiar, accented voice say, “What exactly are you looking for again?” 
 
    He came up behind Morgan a moment later and familiar eyes behind an unfamiliar mask glanced at him as he approached; she almost looked away, but then recognition dawned on her. 
 
    Pierce watched as the woman’s hand came up to cover her mouth in shock. Morgan spun to face him, to see what she had seen. 
 
    “What the fuck, Pierce—”  
 
    He ignored Morgan, seeing the woman about to turn and run. “Wait!” he roared and tried to lunge past Morgan.  
 
    He was too late; she turned to flee right into the men who were looking to do her greater harm than he was. Thank God for Morgan, who reached out and grabbed ahold of her arm, tugging her back just as she realized who she was running into. Unfortunately, he hadn’t acted fast enough to completely spare her. Pierce just caught the glimmer of a blade before it was lost in the woman’s dress; its original destination had been much more lethal, but because of Morgan, it only caught her in the side.  
 
    He watched as if in slow motion, hearing her scream as Morgan pulled her harder towards him, her free hand coming to clasp her side, red liquid quickly covering her fingers. 
 
    Morgan caught her as she stumbled backwards, putting himself between the woman and the assassins, hoisting her up into his arms as her legs gave way. 
 
    At that moment, Tony and Gino arrived; Gino quickly and effectively put a gun to the second man’s side, ordering him to drop any weapons. Tony stood back next to Morgan, partially shielding him and the woman in case the man with the knife decided to attack again. 
 
    Gasps and screams spread through the crowd as everyone began to bolt for the door. Only their team, the thief, and the two men remained. 
 
    The one with the knife still stood poised to attack, even though the attempt would be pointless since he was outnumbered and his partner was currently being handcuffed. 
 
    “Care to rethink that?” he asked casually, smirking at the assailant. He shifted his gaze slightly to Morgan. “Get out of here,” he instructed his friend. “She needs to go to the hospital.” Morgan nodded; the woman in his arms was losing a lot of blood as well as consciousness; her head lolled against his chest. He backed up a few steps and then turned and carried the woman out of the room to where she could get medical help. 
 
    “We’ll find her one way or another.” The burly man laughed smugly as he sheathed his knife, an evil smile on his face. 
 
    “Pierce…” Tash’s strangled gasp from behind him drew everyone’s immediate attention. She looked like she’d seen a ghost – her face was ashen and her eyes barely met his before they began to roll back into her head. 
 
    Before Pierce could act, Tony stepped back to catch Tash as she passed out. He looked back at the assailants who were now looking to each other, wondering if they had seen Tash before. 
 
    Then reinforcements arrived as a handful of bobbies rushed into the room, quick to assist Gino in securing the two men. Pierce watched through narrow eyes as the men were escorted under arrest from the room, the man with the knife trying to get a good look at Tash on his way out. 
 
    This was not good. 
 
    Once the threat was gone, he could finally turn his attention to Tony, Tash, and Ana. 
 
    “Are you ok, Tash?” Ana asked softly.  
 
    “Sorry…” Tash mumbled softly. “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Shh.” Ana comforted her. “I think that was a bit more excitement than you signed up for. Thankfully, both of the men are gone. Why don’t we get you home?” 
 
    She stood, still ignoring his presence.  
 
    “Ana,” he interrupted hoarsely, grabbing her arm. “There were more than two of them.” 
 
    Her eyes widened at his assertion, but after a quick glance over at Tash who was still resting on Tony for support, she didn’t question him further. He had a feeling that he knew why Tash had passed out, but now was not the time to talk about it. The fact was Tash might be in danger and their house could be compromised. 
 
    “Tony.” He turned to the other man. “Do you have a spare bedroom so that Tash could stay with you?” Tony nodded. 
 
    Ana’s head flew to stare at him, confusion written on her face. He stepped forward, clasping Tash’s shoulders with both of his hands. 
 
    “Tash, you ok to stay at Tony’s tonight?” His mouth thinned as he leaned in a little closer. “I want to make sure the house is safe,” he said much softer. 
 
    She nodded as vigorously as she could. 
 
    “There were more of them. I want to make sure that in case we have any unexpected guests later tonight that no one else is in harm’s way.” 
 
    “I can take Tash home and then—” 
 
    “I can handle it,” he cut Tony off. A lot of shit just happened; this web was a lot fucking bigger than he’d thought and he needed to regroup without the goddamn group. 
 
    Tony looked to Ana for approval and she must have nodded because he looped an arm around Tash’s waist to support her as they walked towards the door. 
 
    “Pierce, what the hell is going on?” Ana demanded, angrily. 
 
    “We have to go.” He didn’t wait for her response before he grabbed her elbow and pulled her from the room.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She was fuming. And she was forced into silence by the presence of the driver – the inside of a cab wasn’t exactly the best place to discuss secret operations, stolen paintings, and attempted murder. Her foot tapped impatiently on the floor, barely able to contain her agitation. 
 
    When they got back to the house, Pierce was going to hear it. 
 
    When they got back to the house, this devil was going to get his due. 
 
    He’d done exactly what she’d asked – and he’d promised – not to.  
 
    She reached after him, trying to stop him from approaching Morgan and Tash, but he’d disappeared too quickly into the mass of people. She didn’t want to admit that he was right, especially right now, but the small voice inside of her head whispered that if he hadn’t gotten there, who knows where the assailant’s knife would have ended up. 
 
    She hated that the choice to disobey her might have been the right thing to do. 
 
    She hated that the thought that was upsetting her most was the thought that he could have gotten hurt – or worse. She felt bad for the woman, who’d looked in pretty bad shape as Morgan carried her out of the room, but she didn’t know her and in that moment when Pierce had lunged toward the man with the knife, her heart had stopped. 
 
    Fear had gripped her. 
 
    A fear that was as powerful, if not more so, than the one that had paralyzed her the night that Shane had attacked her. She shuddered at the unwelcome memory and all the baggage that came along with it. 
 
    “You ok?” Pierce’s gruff voice resounded through the silence of the cab. 
 
    Her phone buzzed and she checked it instead of acknowledging the incredibly irritating and attractive man sitting next to her. Glancing at the message, she saw it was from Morgan; he was going to stay at the hospital tonight with the thief. They’d just taken her into surgery to close up the wound and he didn’t want to leave in case she somehow managed to take the chance to escape – or worse, in the case that someone unfriendly came looking for her. 
 
    She felt his body tense next to her and she knew that he was preparing for the same battle that she was. 
 
    He held the door open for her as she stepped out, but she refused to take the hand that he offered. Her body barely contained the swell of emotions that were brewing inside of her. She strode through the front door ahead of him, walking almost past the main staircase before abruptly turning around to face him just as the door shut, the thud echoing through the large, empty house. 
 
    Even though a million things had run through her mind in the car on the way over, they all got lodged in her throat and not a sound escaped her. 
 
    Pierce raised an eyebrow at her, waiting for her tirade to begin. 
 
    Of course, he wasn’t going to take this seriously; he wasn’t going to take her feelings seriously. 
 
    “What, Ana?” he pressed her. “Just say it.” 
 
    “How dare you?” She breathed into the silence. 
 
    The darkness in his eyes flared; she was playing with fire. 
 
    “What did you expect me to do?” he returned. 
 
    She threw out her hands, letting out a harsh laugh as her frustration finally found a voice. “Oh, I don’t know, Pierce, maybe what I asked you to do?” Her tone grew harsher with every word. “Maybe what you promised me?” 
 
    “Ana,” he ground out. “If I hadn’t—” 
 
    “Hadn’t what? Gone over there and intervened, maybe the girl wouldn’t have recognized you? Maybe she wouldn’t have tried to run? And in doing so, maybe she wouldn’t have run right into the knife that was waiting for her?” 
 
    She saw his face darken as he took a few steps towards her and she knew her words had struck a nerve. He’d done this to try to be a hero, knowing that it would be viewed by everyone else as careless and insubordinate. 
 
    The truth was, if he hadn’t showed up, that knife would either have been used to get that woman to leave with them or it would have been more successfully placed; either way, instead of in the hospital, the thief would now be in the morgue. 
 
    So, why was she really upset? Why was she berating him? 
 
    She sucked in a shaky breath. 
 
    Because she was angry that he’d left – that after everything that had happened between them, he could walk away without even a word. 
 
    “If I hadn’t fucking gone over there,” he began, taking another step in her direction, “that woman would be dead. One way or another.” She shook her head in protest even though she knew he was speaking the truth. 
 
    “You promised me that you would—” She choked on the last words as he continued to advance on her. 
 
    “Goddammit, Ana, I know. I know I told you I would listen to you, but I saw what was about to happen. What did you expect me to do? Sit back and hope that your guys got there in time? Watch from the sidelines while my friends are in danger?” 
 
    Her eyes widened as he stopped a few feet in front of her. 
 
    His eyes fell for a moment and he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Where the hell is Morgan?” A cold pit of fear formed in her stomach. 
 
    “He’s… at the hospital. He’s staying there until the woman is out of surgery,” she replied softly. 
 
    He cursed and looked back towards the door. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, her throat thick with tears. “Were you planning on leaving again?” 
 
    “Yes.” His stare locked with hers and she only saw truth written in his gaze. 
 
    “Well, you don’t need to worry about me. You can go.” She shrugged her shoulders, trying her best to give the impression that she wasn’t about to break down again. He continued to stare at her, trying to decide if she was serious or not.  
 
    “I should…” he said tightly, a tortured expression coming over his dark features. “I should go.” 
 
    “I just have one question,” she couldn’t stop herself from adding. “The other night… Was that just another one of your nightly adventures that you can forget about in the morning? Am I just another woman for you to play with?” She laughed self-deprecatingly.  
 
    “No, Ana.” He cursed underneath his breath, causing goosebumps to run up her spine. 
 
    And she wondered just what she’d gotten herself into. 
 
    Why was she even asking? Why did she even care? 
 
    She’d told herself that she wasn’t going to read into anything that happened between them – that she was just going to let herself feel good for a little while. And yet, here she was, wondering why he wasn’t treating her better than any of his other flings. 
 
    He never promised you it would be more than that; you brought this on yourself, her brain chastised her. 
 
    But he kept coming back to you. It was more than just one night. He’d made it his mission to bring you pleasure. He told you about his past, about his scar, about his pain. He’d faced those demons to make you feel special, her heart replied emphatically. 
 
    Still, that same heart acknowledged that he’d also just up and left the other day without any concern for her; that didn’t speak to the type of man her heart wanted to believe that he was. 
 
    This was why she couldn’t get involved with anyone; her heart insisted on believing the fairy tale, not the facts. 
 
    Pierce ran his hand through his hair. “You are nothing like those women, Ana.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right.” She nodded, wiping away the first tear to fall. “I’m even less than them – I deserve less than them. I’ve seen them, I’ve heard you with them – they at least received a ‘good-bye,’ but not me; I just get to wake up and find out from Tash that you’re gone.” She wiped another tear. “Well, that’s completely fine, Pierce. I just wish you would have let me know so that we could have been on the same page.”  
 
    Ana knew that her words didn’t match her emotional response, but she didn’t care. Everything that was happening tonight was just wrong – from the men at the auction, to the woman being injured, to Tash having a meltdown, to Pierce breaking her heart. 
 
    She whirled away from him, heading to the stairs to escape to the painful solitude and safety of her room. 
 
    Let him leave if he wanted to.  
 
    “Fucking hell.” She heard him roar behind her and then the next thing she knew his arm was around her and her back was pressed against the hard, heated muscle of his chest. One hand was clasped around her left arm, holding it firmly, while his other hand pressed against her lower abdomen, pushing her back to feel the hard ridge of his arousal against her ass. “You couldn’t be fucking farther from the truth, Princess. I’ve never wanted anyone the way that I want you.” 
 
    She gasped. “Oh, no?” she asked breathlessly. “I can’t believe that, Pierce.” 
 
    Pierce growled and the next thing she knew, his fingers were down at the thigh-high slit in her dress, pulling it up so that his hand could close over her sex. 
 
    “God, no,” he rasped as his finger delved underneath her panties. 
 
    She moaned loudly, her head falling back against his shoulder. “Pierce…” His name was laced with her pleasure as his finger began to tease her clit. “Why… did you… leave?” 
 
    That was his Princess – always demanding answers.  
 
    He clenched his jaw, both at her question and the fact that she was soaking wet for him.  
 
    “You want to know why, Ana?” he growled as his fingers moved uncompromisingly over her. “I left because I can’t fucking stay away from you, Ana, and I should.” 
 
    He heard her gasp and knew that it was because of the words he’d said and not the pleasure from his touch. 
 
    “All I think about is you, gorgeous – the way you order me around always expecting me to obey you. The way you make me want to share things, remember things, that I’d rather just suffer in silence, hoping one day to forget.” He pulled her hips back harder against his arousal. “All I think about is the way my body no longer has any interest in anyone except you,” he breathed into her ear. “No one, Ana. And trust me, Princess, there were days that I wished to God that it would want someone… anyone… besides you.” 
 
    He slid the tip of his finger inside of her, feeling her muscles clench instantly around him, and he knew that she was on the edge. “All I think about is the way you feel against me...” Another flick of his finger had her shuddering against him. “The way you taste underneath my tongue.” Ana moaned as his fingers applied more pressure to her and she struggled to focus on what he was saying. “The way those gorgeous lips of yours feel wrapped around my cock.” She could barely stand, the pleasure building inside of her was becoming too great the way he expertly teased her sex. 
 
    “Pierce,” she moaned his name. 
 
    “The way my name becomes like the air that you breathe while I pleasure you,” he growled into her ear as his fingers moved faster over her.  
 
    Ana reached for something – anything – to hold onto as her release overwhelmed her. Her hips rocking against his fingers, her entire body quaking, as she screamed – her pleasure echoed through the stairwell.  
 
    “And the way that your body comes apart underneath my hands is the most beautiful piece of art that I’ve ever created,” he rasped as his own body struggled not to lose itself in her pleasure. 
 
    Once the world came back into focus, his hand left her, letting her dress fall back down even though he still held her against him and his throbbing erection. She felt his forehead rest on the back of her shoulder, his breathing labored. 
 
    “Don’t go…” she whispered – she begged. 
 
    “Ana,” he pleaded her name. “I can’t stay. I told you, you deserve better than this – than me. I left the other day for the same reason I should turn and walk out that goddamn door right now – because if I stay, I’m going to take you every fucking way that I’ve dreamt about since the day that I met you. I will take you until there is nothing left for you to give. Is that what you want?” The question came out ravaged by a blend of need and frustration. 
 
    “Pierce,” she began, turning to face him and the tortured expression written all over his face. 
 
    For all that he wanted to show the world that he didn’t care and that he was a self-centered ass, she knew that the person he pretended to be would have already had her out of her dress right now in the interest of his own lust; the man that he was, was trying to protect her from himself and the damage he was afraid of doing. 
 
    She put her hand on his chest, right over where she knew his scar was. “What I want is you – and anything and everything that that entails.” She raised her gaze to his, meeting it with the determination reflected from her words. “I want to feel like I still have something to give – that I still have something worth wanting.” 
 
    “Dammit, Ana,” he cursed underneath his breath. “What about Morgan?” 
 
    “I don’t care about Morgan,” she ground out. “I’m a grown woman and my brother is not my keeper; he only has himself to blame if he truly thinks that to be the case.” 
 
    His right hand lightly traced up the sleeve of her dress, sending goosebumps out all over her body. 
 
    “You know the darkness that’s inside of me,” he rasped. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “Pierce,” she whispered his name, standing up on her tiptoes to murmur into his ear. “I’m not afraid of the dark.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Like Hades abducting Persephone from the plentiful promise of the world where she lived, he selfishly took her down into the hell that was his life. 
 
    He should walk away and leave her before he hurt her even more, but the way that she stood there looking at him with the confidence that her light would illuminate all of the shadows of his past was a temptation he could no longer resist. 
 
    He crushed his lips to her for a split second to hold him over before he bent down and hoisted her up into his arms. 
 
    She let out a small squeal until she realized just what was happening. 
 
    “I can walk, you know!” she exclaimed in jest as he quickly made their way up the stairs. 
 
    “I know; I just want you to save your energy,” he replied with a seductive smile. “You’re going to need it.” If it was meant to be a joke, nothing about his tone or expression made it seem that way.  
 
    Even though Morgan was at the hospital, Pierce wasn’t taking any chances. He carried her into his room and kicked the door shut behind him. For the first time in his life, he walked into a bedroom and looked at the bed with anticipation. Tonight, he was going to replace every last horrible memory with ones of Ana. Tonight, he was going to have sex in a bed for the first time in his life – and because of her, that thought didn’t make his blood run cold. Instead, his entire body burned, begging him to toss her onto the mattress that very second and take her.  
 
    It was going to happen, but he had other plans first. 
 
    He gently lowered her to her feet once inside his room. They stood in the open space directly in front of his untouched bed. To their left was his closet and to their right was a floor to ceiling mirror along the wall that contained the doorway into the sitting room next door. 
 
    Normally, he would have taken her directly towards that room he’d set up as his studio so that there was no thought of taking any intimacy onto the bed. But not with Ana. He wanted her in his bed. 
 
    Fuck, he wanted her on every goddamn surface in the room: the couch, the floor, the shower, the closet. 
 
    It was a good thing he had all night. 
 
     Capturing her face in his hands, he said, “Ana, this is your last—” 
 
    “Pierce,” she said with a small laugh. “I want this. I want you. Don’t ask me again.” 
 
    “Thank God,” he whispered before he captured her lips again, his tongue sinking deep in the warm confines of her mouth. 
 
    She immediately wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing herself tighter against him. His arms came around her, holding her steady as he ravaged her mouth. He felt her hands on his sides before one slipped down between them to the front of his straining pants. 
 
    Pierce groaned, pushing his hips against her hand as she clasped his arousal, blood pumping furiously through his body as it fought for release. His hand reached down and closed over hers, stopping her torture. 
 
    “As much as I love your hands on me, Princess, tonight, there is only one thing that my body needs – and that’s all of you,” he said hoarsely against her cheek. “Tonight, I need to be inside you, Ana… Tonight, I won’t settle for anything less than everything.” 
 
    Pierce drew back to look into her eyes and a moment of silent sincerity passed between them, as he slowly drew her hand off of him and up to his mouth. Keeping his gaze locked with hers, he placed an open-mouth kiss onto her palm. 
 
    Her eyes glazed over with desire, deepening to a green-ish gold. 
 
    Releasing her hand, his traced over her wrist, along her arm to her shoulder. Her eyes drooped shut, as her hand came to rest on his shoulder. His finger traced along her collarbone, hitting the edge of her dress, and tracing along the fabric. 
 
    “You looked beautiful tonight, Princess,” he said hoarsely. 
 
    She felt her cheeks warm with his compliment, but most of the desire he created pooled like a ball of fire much lower in her body, growing with each touch and kiss, waiting to consume her. 
 
    Pierce continued to trace along the seam of the mesh and lace on her chest. 
 
    “When you came down those stairs,” he groaned. “This was all I wanted to do. And I wanted to strangle Tony for thinking the same damn thing.” 
 
    She let out a breathless laugh that quickly turned into a sharp inhale as his fingers brushed over the top of her breast, trying to suck in air to replenish her quickly dwindling oxygen. 
 
    He gently captured her lips again with his. 
 
    “I’m going to kiss every inch of you, Princess. I’m going to worship every inch of you,” he continued to rasp against the softness of her lips. She moaned in response, urging him on, his words soothing over every hurt and insecurity that she had about what he felt for her.  
 
    Well, almost all of them. 
 
    “Pierce,” she moaned his name, knowing that before this went any further, she needed to tell him the truth about what had happened to her. 
 
    “That’s all I want to hear tonight, Ana: my name on those sweet lips of yours, begging for me, begging for what only I will give you.” The growl of possessiveness in his tone sparked a shiver up her spine. 
 
    Ana bit her lip as the backs of his knuckles brushed over her nipple, the tender peak erect and waiting for his attention even though it was obscured by the fabric of her dress. 
 
    Tell him, Ana. 
 
    Her stomach clenched with trepidation mixed with desire, but it needed to be now, before all of her wits abandoned her. 
 
    “Pierce, wait.” She put up a hand against his chest, needing to stop him before she embarrassed herself. “There’s something I need to tell you… something that you need to know.” 
 
    He groaned. “Please don’t tell me that you’re a virgin; I don’t think I have enough self-control to go slowly enough for that, gorgeous. I want you too fucking badly.” As if to prove his point, his finger continued to brush back and forth over her breast, making it all the more difficult to focus. 
 
    Virgin? Ana shook her head, grabbing his hand with her own and holding it steady so that she could find the ability to be coherent. Her eyes widened for a split second on meeting his, swallowing over the lump in her throat. “No… no. Why would you think that?” Her forehead furrowed. 
 
    “Because a few days ago, you told me you’d never had an orgasm before.” 
 
    “Yes, well, just because you have sex doesn’t mean you are guaranteed to have that,” she responded softly. 
 
    “What the fuck is that supposed to mean? What are you saying?” His voice was hoarse and she could practically feel his body vibrating with his need for her. 
 
    “I… I just want you to be prepared. I don’t know that my body is capable of… finding pleasure… during sex.” His head pulled back further, some of the tension draining immediately from his body as he stared dumbfounded at her.  
 
    Her gaze broke from his, looking down at her hand clutching his as she felt nausea start to roll over her, wondering if this had been the right decision; she wondered if she hadn’t just risked it all by agreeing to tonight.  
 
    “I don’t know how else to say it, Pierce.” She laughed nervously. “I’m broken. My body doesn’t orgasm during sex.” She tore her gaze from his, unable to see the look on his face when he processed what she’d said. 
 
    “Bull-fucking-shit.” Her head jerked back to his to see rage burning brightly in his eyes. Seeing her rising embarrassment, his tone softened. “Gorgeous, why would you think that?” 
 
    “Because I just can’t,” she stammered, even more heat rising to her cheeks. “I don’t… work that way.” 
 
    His fingers grasped her chin, forcing her eyes to his. “Who told you that?” 
 
    Ana sucked in a breath, losing herself for a moment in the dark depths of his eyes. 
 
    “Shane,” she whispered. “I mean, my ex-fiancé. I never… with him…” 
 
    “And he told you that it was your fault?” The hard, irate edge in his voice was unmistakable. 
 
    The way he was looking at her made her answer catch in her throat. Against the pressure of his hand, she gave the barest of nods. 
 
    He tore himself away from her and her body instantly went cold. 
 
    Maybe that was it, she thought. Maybe that was enough to drive him away from her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Pierce,” she continued softly. “I’ll understand if you want to go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    What? She couldn’t be serious. He turned back to face her in shock.               Did she really think that he was just going to leave because some asshole lied to her to cover up his own inability to pleasure her? 
 
    He walked back over to her, realizing the impression that she’d gotten when he’d stepped away from her. 
 
    “Princess, even though it probably should be the first thing on my list to do out of respect and concern for you, the fact is that leaving is the last thing I want to do right now.” He cupped her face, leaning down and kissing her softly on the lips. “Leaving is the last thing I could do right now.” 
 
    He heard her breath catch against his lips as he spoke the words. 
 
    “Ana, you told me that you’d never orgasmed before,” he continued, his eyes narrowing on hers. “I’m going to assume that that fucker didn’t even try to pleasure you in any other way.” He brushed his thumb over her lips, preventing a response. “Don’t,” he rasped. “Don’t tell me that I’m right; I know that I am. Hearing it from your lips is only going to make me want to hurt this asshole more than I already do.” 
 
    The way her gaze broke from his for just a second told him everything that he needed to know.  
 
    “I don’t know what that motherfucker told you, sweetheart, but you were made that way; you were definitely made that way.” He began to drop small kisses along her jawline, hearing her staggered breaths. “I’ve felt you come apart underneath my fingers and my tongue; my cock isn’t going to be any different. Trust me.” 
 
    If she only knew just how incredibly responsive she was to his touch.  
 
    She tried to shake her head, but he wouldn’t let her. 
 
    “Or don’t trust me,” he said with a seductive smirk. “Either way, I’m going to be more than happy to prove it to you.” His arms came around her, pulling her flush against his hardness. “As many times as necessary.” 
 
    Fuck, he was going to have her orgasming all night long. He was going to have her every goddamn way he could think of so that when she woke up in the morning, any and all of those thoughts would be wiped from her mind. 
 
    He growled and captured her lips again and she melted into him, her mouth opening beneath his, begging for him to fulfill the promise of his words. 
 
    “So sweet, Princess,” he growled against her mouth, his tongue diving inside to explore the honeyed warmth. His fingers dug into her ass, quickly annoyed by all of the fabric that was between them. He skated his hands up the length of her spine to the base of her neck, deftly undoing the fastenings at the top of her dress before moving below the open back in search of the zipper that would allow the rest of it to come free.  
 
    Suddenly, she pulled back from his kiss and his embrace in a manner that seemed almost reflexive; he flashed back to the other night when she’d pushed away from him onto the bed in the same way – the observation eluding him at that moment as his body was overcome with his own fear.  
 
    “Wait, Pierce. Please.” Her voice was thick with what sounded like fear.  
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
    “Ana, what’s wrong?” he demanded, reaching for her. 
 
    She sucked in a choked breath. “That’s not all I need to tell you… that’s not all I need to show you.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Ana, I promise you, this is going to be so good for you,” he said softly. “Just trust me, Princess. Do you trust me?” 
 
    He extended a hand to her. He could have touched her, as she was still standing close enough, but he didn’t want to push her farther away.  
 
    “No. I mean, yes, I trust you.” She covered her mouth with one hand for a second, the other hand holding up her dress. “But, this is something different. Sort of…” 
 
    “Does this have to do with your ex? Morgan told me that he did some horrible shit to you,” he said softly. “I don’t care what that asshole told you, Ana, he was a fucking liar. I want you to forget every goddamn word that ever came from his mouth because it was all a lie. And tonight, Princess, I’m going to show you the truth. I’m going to prove to you the truth about yourself and just what you deserve.” 
 
    She nodded with a small smile and it was then that he knew that it wasn’t just the words that had left a lasting remark on this woman; the thought immediately set his body on fire with rage. 
 
    “It wasn’t just what he said, Pierce. I think some part of me knew that most of it was a lie, but it was easier to believe that – to use it as an excuse – than to allow myself to be vulnerable,” she said softly. “Just before Christmas three years ago, I caught him having sex with another woman in his office. He didn’t see me, so I left, in shock obviously, deciding to confront him later that night.” 
 
    He took a small step towards her shaking form, wanting to give her whatever sort of comfort that he could. 
 
    “I went over to his apartment later, still wearing the little red dress that I’d picked out to surprise him, and I told him that I couldn’t marry him.” She let out a caustic laugh. “Well, that wasn’t going to work out too well for his plan to jump right into becoming a partner at my parent’s law firm, for his plan to have this perfect little trophy wife who always did whatever he asked.” 
 
    Her arms crossed over her chest and her right hand began to rub up and down her left arm and shoulder. 
 
    “He laughed at me when I told him we were through. And then he grabbed me and told me that he was going to make it so that I could never leave him because no one else would want me.” Pierce felt nauseous as he watched the memory overtake her, her eyes going blank as she relived one of the most painful moments of her life.  
 
    “He smacked me and I fell to the ground. I remember being shocked, but thinking to myself that it would be ok, that a bruise would heal and if that was the cost of getting rid of him, then I would gladly do it.” Again, that tortured little laugh escaped her and he knew that what was about to come next would break him. “I began to crawl towards the door, hearing his laugh get louder as he came up behind me. I stopped and turned when I realized that I wouldn’t make it out without confronting him again.” 
 
    Her hands reached up and around her neck to grab the edges of her open dress. 
 
    “When I looked up, I saw him standing over me holding a container. I remember being confused, thinking that maybe he was going to hit me with it or something; he didn’t. He tipped it over and poured the liquid onto my back and shoulder. I remember my thoughts being in slow motion, wondering why he wanted to pour water on me for a split second before the burning pain began.” 
 
    Pierce couldn’t breathe as she began to pull the dress down over her shoulders, revealing the remnants of what her story told. 
 
    “He’d poured acid on me and I felt like someone had lit my shoulder on fire. It was the worst pain I’ve ever felt. I screamed and screamed, but he just laughed, tossing the container on the floor and walking out of the apartment, leaving me there to suffer.” She shuddered, her dress now just over her breasts, her shoulders bare for him to see the tight and scarred flesh on her left-hand side. The injured flesh was like a sleeve over her shoulder, coming down onto her chest and ending half-way down her left breast. 
 
    Now, it all made sense: the sweaters, the way she pulled back from a touch on that side, the way she’d managed to keep at least her top on over the past week while he explored every other inch of her body, and why her brother was so protective of her. 
 
    It all made horrifying and infuriating sense. 
 
    He stood frozen, his body completely tight with the most exquisite form of rage that he’d ever felt. He’d wanted to murder a lot of people who’d pissed him off or wronged him in some way throughout his life – at times, even his own mother had graced the list. But this, this was nothing like any of those.  
 
    He would spare each and every one of them if it meant he could give this fucker what he deserved. 
 
    “I’d asked Morgan if he could pick me up that night, knowing that I wouldn’t want to be alone. When he saw Shane leave the building, he came inside and heard my screams. I remember him crouching next to me before I blacked out from the pain. When I woke next, I was in the hospital. If he hadn’t come with me that night, I don’t know what would have happened.” Her eyes no longer met his; her empty gaze focused on the floor at his feet. “I don’t know if I would have made it,” she whispered.  
 
    Pierce stared at her with hard eyes, willing his brave, beautiful Princess to look at him again – to come back to him. He was afraid that if he moved it would only be to walk out of that room and find the motherfucker who’d done this to her. But, as if knowing his thoughts, she continued with the answer to what would inevitably be his first and last question. 
 
    “He’s dead. I went to press charges, but he was driving drunk one night about three weeks after the incident and crashed into a telephone pole.” 
 
    It was those words that sent him over edge. He let out a string of expletives that alone would surely have secured his place in hell.  
 
    But, god-fucking-dammit. Too fucking easy. 
 
    “Too fucking easy!” he roared up at the ceiling as though there was someone up there who could hear him. 
 
    He’d never minded the jokes about how devilish he was, but for the first time in his life, he cursed the God who’d let this man get off so easily for hurting the beautiful woman in front of him. 
 
    “If you—” 
 
    He closed the distance between them and crushed his lips to hers, swallowing her shocked gasp. 
 
    “If you tell me one more time that I don’t have to stay if I don’t want to, I will turn you over my knee and make that beautiful ass of yours as red as your lips,” he rasped. “Of all people, Princess, I know what it’s like to be scarred physically by your past. I don’t give a damn what you think you look like to me, I’m telling you right now – I’m swearing to you on anyone and anything that has ever meant something to me – you are the most gorgeous woman that I’ve ever seen.” He pulled her hand off of her dress and dragged it down to the front of his pants again, hissing as he pressed her palm over his arousal. “And if you don’t believe me, I have hard fucking evidence.”  
 
    Her lips parted and he saw her eyes glaze over even further as he continued, “And as much as I want to bring that motherfucker back to life just so that I could kill him again, there is one thing that I want to do more.” He paused, noticing how her eyes looked up at him expectantly as he brushed the hair from her face while his other hand reached around to finish unzipping her dress.  
 
    “Tonight, I want you to see how beautiful you are.” He lightly kissed her lips. “I want you to feel how beautiful you are.” His mouth grazed along the side of her jaw up to her ear. “I want you to know how beautiful you are to me.” He gently bit down on her earlobe. “I want you to know that I’ve never wanted anyone more. Do you trust me?” 
 
    She shuddered against him as he again repeated the words she’d spoken to him – the ones that had given her the ability to help him; now he asked for the same. 
 
    He might not be able to give her much, but he knew for damn sure that he could give her this. 
 
    He could show her that she was the most beautiful goddess that he’d ever seen. He could show her that not only was she not broken, she never had been – that her perfect body had been made to experience the pleasure it so eagerly succumbed to. 
 
    “Yes, Pierce.” Her throaty whisper and the golden desire flickering in her eyes ignited the rage that was in his blood and incinerated it into pure desire. “I trust you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    He kissed her deeply as soon as the words left her mouth, drawing her desire out and over all of the insecurities that she’d just laid bare – literally – before him.  
 
    God, she was so fucking strong. 
 
    He pulled back, whispering, “Trust me,” one more time. 
 
    Gently grabbing hold of the top of her dress, he pulled the fabric down over her breasts. Pierce kept his eyes locked with hers as he moved the fabric lower over her stomach; it caught slightly on the swell of her hips before it finally lost all resistance and fell to the ground. 
 
    He stepped back a little further to take in what he’d revealed. Her chest expanded and froze as she held her breath, seeming to still be unsure of how he would respond. She was nervous, but she stood tall and her eyes stayed focused on him. 
 
    Pierce felt his mouth dry up at the majestic sight in front of him, her golden waves falling down behind her back. He could clearly see the extent of her scar and it did absolutely nothing to diminish her ethereal beauty. Her pert breasts with their rosy peaks just begged for the attention of his mouth. The smooth expanse of her stomach led him down to where she still had her black thong on; his lip twitched with the desire to taste her again there, too. In the glimmering light, he briefly imagined her long, tan legs wrapped around his waist as he sunk himself deep inside of her. 
 
    Pierce groaned, the thought making him painfully hard. 
 
    “Are you ok?” she asked softly. But she was really asking, ‘Am I ok?’ 
 
    “You are perfect, Princess,” he rasped. “God, you are more beautiful than I could fucking imagine.” He stepped towards her, letting his right hand lightly trail down the expanse of her neck and onto the scarred tissue, feeling her slight shudder underneath his touch. 
 
    “You are so beautiful, Ana,” he whispered again, his fingers trailing further south down the slope of her breast to swirl around her nipple. Pierce groaned seeing the ripple of goosebumps spread over her skin. 
 
    “You said that already,” she murmured. 
 
    “It needed to be said twice.” He couldn’t look away from his hand as it cupped her soft flesh. “I’m going to worship every inch of you tonight, Princess.” 
 
    His eyes raised to hers before his head bent to claim her lips. 
 
    The momentary languor with which he’d gingerly touched her evaporated as his mouth tasted her sweetness. His hands dove into her hair, tilting her head back and angling it for better access. Their tongues dueled, each fighting for control of the pleasure that was coming. 
 
    Ana wound her arms around his neck, moaning underneath the onslaught of his mouth. His hands dropped, one sliding around her back to hold her fast against him, the other starting at her hip and trailing up her side, coming to a stop as it engulfed the silky swell of her breast. 
 
    He turned her slightly so that his back was to the mirrored wall. His lips began to leave a trail of kisses along her jawline, her head dropping back with a moan. 
 
    “Let me paint your pleasure, Princess,” he said softly against the side of her neck as his mouth and his tongue began to leave a wake of burning desire in their path. 
 
    Over the next few minutes, Ana’s body became his canvas and his tongue became his brush. His lips kissed and sucked along her scarred collarbone, his tongue moistening the smooth, injured flesh as he dropped to his knees in front of her. Pierce pulled back for a moment to look at the perfectly petite swells in front of him, his hands sliding up from her hips to grasp both mounds, thumbs rubbing over her erect nipples. With a groan, his mouth latched onto one aching bud. Her gasp of desire made his erection throb angrily against the front of his pants. Swirl and suck; it became the ritual of his tongue to worship her breast, pulling her pleasure from her in debilitating waves; his hands returned to her hips to anchor and support her as her knees quaked.  
 
    He wasn’t taking her to bed. Not just yet. 
 
    Releasing her nipple, he kissed his way to her other breast and repeated the torture, stopping a few moments later before she collapsed under the pleasure. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” he asked again hoarsely. 
 
    Her head tipped forward so that she could look down at him, making sure her gaze locked with his when she said, “Yes.” 
 
    The smile he gave her was filled with aroused excitement as his hands pulled her underwear down over her hips, revealing the last, sweetest, part of her. His mouth watered at the scent of her desire that dripped from her sex.  
 
    “Watch in the mirror, gorgeous,” he instructed. “Watch your body do exactly what it was made to do: come apart because of me.” 
 
    That last part had been an unexpected addition, but he couldn’t stomach the thought of someone else giving her this. 
 
    Pierce bent his head, his lips closing over her core. Ana’s entire body quaked underneath his mouth and at the first swipe of his tongue through her slit, her knees buckled and her hands speared through his hair, holding him hard against her as she moaned his name. 
 
    He was too fucking intoxicated to look up, but he knew that she was watching; he knew that tonight, she would do what he asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She couldn’t stand; she couldn’t breathe. It took every ounce of willpower to keep her eyes open and her gaze focused on the naked, blonde in the mirror in front of her – the one who had a male kneeling in front of her with his dark head devouring the wet swollen flesh between her thighs. 
 
    The lights in the room were so bright. The old Ana would have never stood so exposed. The Ana. Her. Now. She was still nervous, but it was nothing compared to the exhilaration she felt seeing him crumble at the sight of her. 
 
    Her mouth now soundlessly spoke his name – the feel of his tongue against her and the image in front of her building the indescribable pressure inside of her. Each lick of his tongue over her sex had her shuddering and black spots appearing in her vision. Still she held his head tighter against her, begging him to release her from the need that built relentlessly inside of her. 
 
    She heard and felt him groan against her and knew that her increasing desire was making this even harder on him. His tongue became more demanding, pushing inside of her. Ana gasped, feeling the waves of her climax cresting, about to break. And then his tongue retreated and flicked over her clit and her orgasm crashed around her. 
 
    As though in a dream, she saw the woman in the mirror shudder, her body undulating against the man who brought her a pleasure that she’d previously thought was unattainable. She saw it and the sight seared through her. 
 
    And the thought that there was more to come, set her ablaze. 
 
    The next thing she knew, Pierce was laying her gently on the soft silk of his bed, the mattress dipping slightly underneath their weight. 
 
    “Perfect,” he rasped as he lay next to her, his fingers gently moving the strand of hair that had fallen in front of her face. 
 
    “Mmm, it was,” she murmured. Her heavy eyelids opened to meet his desirous gaze. “Are you ok?” 
 
    He chuckled, his thumb brushing over her lower lip. “Princess, the only thing painful about being in this bed right now is how badly I need to be inside of you.” 
 
    And in an instant, her body was alive again, electricity innervating every cell in anticipation. 
 
    “So then, why aren’t you?” she whispered back huskily. 
 
    Pierce growled. “Just trying to give you a breather, Princess.” 
 
    She turned on her side to him, her hand coming up to his cheek, and then slowly beginning to slide down the length of his body as she said, “Pierce, I’ve been having a ‘breather’ for my entire life.” She felt his stomach muscles tense under her touch just like his jaw was doing, as her hand slipped over them with only one destination in mind. “I don’t need you to give me a breath; I need you to take my breath away.” And then her hand found the hard ridge of him that she was searching for. 
 
    His eyes closed as her fingers closed over his throbbing cock, relishing in the pleasure of her touch even through his clothing. When they opened again, his gaze smoked with burning red-black coals before he captured her lips with a kiss that she knew would leave her blissfully bruised in the morning. 
 
    “As you wish,” he rasped against her. 
 
    Pushing himself up off the bed to stand, he began to yank off his clothes, having no qualms about destroying any article that didn’t cooperate immediately. 
 
    Her mouth watered as he pulled his shirt from his pants, removing it from his shoulders to reveal his hard, sculpted, and scarred chest; it was the most delicious sight she’d ever seen. She wiped her mouth to make sure she wasn’t drooling. She shuddered, anticipating the feel of her naked breasts against his chest for the first time. 
 
    And then his hands moved to the waistband of his pants. 
 
    She squeezed her thighs together as he deftly undid his belt and the zipper, hooking his thumbs underneath the edge and pulling them to the ground, kicking them off to the side. 
 
    Then, he stood before her as naked – and as aroused – as she was. 
 
    She swallowed over the lump in her throat, for the first time wondering how this was going to work. He had already been too large for her mouth, but to now be inside of her when it had been years since she’d had sex. 
 
    Maybe this wasn’t a good idea. 
 
    What if it hurt? What if it damaged the part of her that could be pleasured? Her heart began to race, wondering— 
 
    “Ana.” Pierce’s deep voice halted every thought and her gaze jerked up from his arousal to his eyes. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    This time, she couldn’t form the word, so she just nodded. 
 
    Climbing back onto the bed, he returned to where he’d been lying before at her side. He leaned in, whispering, “Trust me” in the breath between their lips before his mouth found her breast again and his hand found her center. 
 
    “Still so wet for me, Princess,” he rasped against her nipple, biting firmly on the taut peak as the discovery only heightened his still-unsatisfied arousal.  
 
    She moaned, her eyes drifting shut as her body drifted back into the fog of pleasure. Her desire built quickly, her legs bending as her heels dug into the mattress, pressing and pushing, needing more. 
 
    His tongue licked over her nipple. “You have no idea,” he said, gently biting along the underside of her breast, “how badly I want you, gorgeous.” 
 
    “Please, Pierce,” she moaned, “take me.” 
 
    His mouth swallowed the rest of her moan as she felt his body shift between her thighs. 
 
    “Ana, look at me,” he demanded and her sluggish eyes complied. “I don’t want to hurt you, Princess, but I don’t know that I can…” 
 
    She knew what he was trying to say – and she didn’t care. She wanted him hard, fast, soft, or slow. She rocked her hips up against him, brushing her moist folds over his erection. 
 
    “Now.” It was her turn to demand.  
 
    “Christ,” he swore as he positioned the head of his arousal at her entrance.  
 
    Their gazes locked and in that split second they both knew that there was no going back. Then again, the truth was that they’d crossed that line the moment that they’d met. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time in his life, Pierce was afraid that he was going to come the second he entered her, but there was no other option; he had to take her. He had to claim her. 
 
    She was his. 
 
    And, fuck him, he was hers. 
 
    He flexed his hips and thrust himself wholly inside of her, roaring with the searing pleasure that blinded him as her tight, untouched muscles peeled back to try to accommodate him. 
 
    So hot. So wet. So tight. 
 
    She may not have been a virgin, but she fucking felt like one and for a second he thought it might have killed him. 
 
    “Pierce.” His name on her breath was what told him that – alive or dead – he was in heaven with her. 
 
    His mouth crushed hers as he slowly slid himself back out, her sex immediately closing behind him. So fucking tight. He should have gone slower, but he couldn’t. Groaning, he filled her again.  
 
    She gasped into his mouth and he prayed that he wasn’t hurting her. His mouth moved to her neck, sucking on the skin as he tried to contain his orgasm that was begging to be released. The next time his hips flexed slowly, trying to let her acclimate to his size; her hips jerked up against his, making his entrance swifter than he had planned. Pure need shot through him. 
 
    “Please… more…” she begged and fuck, if he could turn that down. 
 
    Her words were the key that opened the gates of his desire. Pierce began to thrust relentlessly into her tight passage, cursing himself for how fucking amazing she felt, slick and squeezing around him. Sweat broke out over his body both from the exertion and the restraint.  
 
    As much as he needed to explode, he needed her to find her pleasure first. 
 
    His mouth found its way to her ear. 
 
    “That’s it, Princess,” he growled. “Come for me.” He saw her bite her lip, feeling the tightening of her muscles around him. “I need to feel you come around me. Please.” His last word trailed off as a tortured plea, his muscles shaking as they began to lose control. 
 
    “Ana…” 
 
    And then, just as her name left his lips, she screamed, her body slamming against him as her core cinched around him. 
 
    Pierce saw stars as his orgasm rocketed through him. He roared into the space as his hips slammed into her over and over again and his release spilled into her, the contractions of her passage pulling every ounce of pent-up desire from his body. He collapsed to the side of her, pulling her on top of him so that their bodies were still joined.  
 
    Their chests rose and fell in harmony for the next few minutes, silence reigning over the room. 
 
    As mind-numbing as his orgasm had been, he wasn’t done with her yet. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She felt like her entire body was vibrating – humming with the satisfaction of fulfilled desire. 
 
    “I didn’t know it could be like that,” she whispered, grimacing after the words left her mouth. 
 
    Of course, she didn’t know – she’d hardly had sex, much less the sexually satisfying kind. 
 
    His chest rumbled underneath her; she felt his laugh all the way down to his erection that pulsed inside of her with the movement. 
 
    “Not that I’m looking for you to go get proof of this, Princess, but, it’s never like that.” 
 
    Her heart skipped a very rapid beat at his words. She pushed up onto his chest so that she could meet his gaze. Her mouth parted wondering how to ask the question that would get him to verbalize the answer that was written on his face. 
 
    It had never been like that for him; no one made him feel the way that she did. 
 
    “The real question is,” he began roughly, his hands sliding down her back to grasp the firm flesh of her ass, “did I succeed in taking your breath away?” 
 
    The question brought a smile to her face. “Umm… well…” She gave him a teasing, coy smile. “You might have, but I’m not sure. I’m wondering if we should do it again so that I can be certain.” 
 
    “Thank God,” he groaned. 
 
    His hands dropped to the back of her thighs, pulling them towards him, forcing her into kneeling position on top of him. 
 
    Her eyes widened, hands dropping onto his chest to steady herself. 
 
    “This time,” one of his hands slid up to cup her breast, “I want you to take me.” 
 
    He pinched her nipple and she gasped. His other hand gently guided her hips up along his solid length and then back down again, taking him fully back inside of her. She learned quickly. Her hips began to move faster as their desires built again. 
 
    His hand continued to toy with the soft flesh of her breast while his other hand dove straight for her sex, finding the swollen nub between her folds and teasing it as she rode him. 
 
    “Again, Ana,” he ground out, flicking his thumb over her clit to send her soaring over the edge, shattering them both into another searing release. 
 
    This time, she collapsed on top of him and he welcomed her weight. His arms came around her and held her to him as he kissed the top of her head. He never wanted to move. From a bed of all places. What the fuck was his world coming to? 
 
    “Thank you for trusting me,” he whispered softly; it had been a gift more precious than he could ever say. 
 
    “Thank you for not giving up on me,” she whispered back. 
 
    His knuckles lifted her chin and her gaze to his. “I know what you see, but I need you to know what I see – and what I see, Sweetheart, is that there’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that I could have resisted you.” His head bent and he lightly touched his lips to hers, sealing in his sincerity. 
 
    With what strength he had left, he pulled out of her with a strained groan and maneuvered them underneath the covers, tucking her close to his side. 
 
    He’d never had sex in a bed before and he’d definitely never slept with a woman in a bed before. 
 
    Both things he never thought he’d want or miss. Now that he had them with her, Pierce wasn’t sure if he’d be able to live without them; he wasn’t sure if he’d be able to live without her. Because whatever the fuck he’d been doing before her, hadn’t been living. 
 
    “Time to sleep? Already?” she whispered against his chest, a yawn escaping at the end of her question. 
 
    He chuckled. “For now, Princess. Don’t worry, I won’t be able to let you sleep for long.” It was meant as a tease, but even as the words came out, he felt his dick stirring again at the thought. Let her sleep, he chided himself, forcing his body to do the same. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d been laying on her right side, sleeping soundly when the lightest touch woke her. Normally, she was a heavy sleeper and would have slept through a hurricane – if such a thing ever hit London. However, because the light touch was on her left shoulder – on her scar – her eyes opened immediately. All sweetly sated dreams evaporated as her body still reacted instinctively to protect herself. 
 
    Her view quickly changed her mind. 
 
    She needed no protection – not tonight, at least. 
 
    Pierce was gently kissing every square inch of the scar that draped over her shoulder and onto her chest. 
 
    Maybe she was still dreaming. In what reality would she ever have imagined waking up after having Earth-shattering sex? In what reality would she ever have imagined waking up in bed with Pierce after he tested the bounds of feeling in every cell of her body? 
 
    It couldn’t – it shouldn’t be real. But, it was. 
 
    A small sigh escaped her lips – dream or reality, she didn’t want it to end. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered groggily, goosebumps spreading over her with every brush of his lips.  
 
    “Making sure every inch of you knows just how desirable it is, especially this part, especially to me.” 
 
    She turned her head into the pillow slightly. “Pierce,” she began softly, “please don’t say things like that.” 
 
    “Why not, Princess?” he asked, placing another kiss on her shoulder. 
 
    “Because all I want to do is believe it.” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t you?” Another touch of his lips – longer this time. 
 
    “Because.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “I’ve seen the women that you paint… the women that you…” She shuddered slightly before continuing in the barest whisper, “I know how perfect they are – and how far from it I am.” 
 
    She felt his touch pause. He didn’t pull back, but his movement ceased, as though he were thinking how to respond to what she’d said. 
 
    “Ana,” he rasped, his breath caressing her skin, “I have no problem painting those women. You, on the other hand, I’ve been trying to capture – I’ve been trying to get you out of my head and onto my canvas for weeks and I can’t. Not because there is fault with you, but because there is none. Nothing I do is good enough. None of my attempts show how beautiful, how strong, how determined you are.” 
 
    She held her breath, afraid if she moved that her chest would heave with the tears his touching words evoked.  
 
    “It’s like you are too beautiful to—” 
 
    “Don’t.” She cut him off with a whisper. “Don’t say it.” 
 
    Now, he pulled his head back slightly, his gaze trying to capture hers – a gaze that she purposely avoided. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want to fall for you.” She let out a shaky laugh; there was no point in denying the truth in this moment. If he didn’t want her for more than this, he couldn’t say these things. 
 
    “Are you?” he asked hoarsely and she told herself that it was only her imagination that detected the hint of hope in his question. 
 
    “I… All I know is that I feel like my heart is caged in my chest and it’s beating against the walls trying to get to you.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    That moment seemed like an eternity and Ana wondered if what she’d said was too much; if the truth of it was too much. Then again, maybe it was a good thing. Maybe it would tone down whatever he was or was not feeling for her because at this rate, she was practically begging for heartbreak. 
 
    His hand slid up from her shoulder to trace along the soft skin of her jawline. 
 
    “You shouldn’t fall for me, Princess – it’s a long way down for you to go.” In his tone she perceived the mingling of sadness and regret – as though what he said wasn’t because he didn’t want her, but because she really shouldn’t want him. 
 
    His fingers began to trace their way back down her neck onto her scarred shoulder, desire pooling down deep inside of her again as she shuddered underneath his evocative touch. 
 
    Like everything else that he did, again Pierce tried to suggest what was best for her at the expense of himself. Maybe if it were another day or if they were in another situation she would think differently – that he was just trying to appease her and make it easier for him to sever the tie later. But right now, here in the dark, with their naked bodies pressed up against one another, he couldn’t hide behind the callous façade. Ana could see clearly that the gorgeous, talented, and caring man in front of her, truly felt unworthy of any of her affections. 
 
    She met his steely gaze. His fingers lingered on her chest – on the area directly over her heart, drawing soft circles on the skin. 
 
    “If you give me your heart, Ana, you might never get it back.” 
 
    She’d wanted him to take her. To take everything that she had. To take her pleasure.  
 
    And she knew that he had. 
 
    The problem wasn’t that she was afraid to give him her heart… The problem was there was a good chance that, along with everything else, he’d already taken it. 
 
    But it was the middle of the night and the seemingly innocuous conversation had drifted down a deeply emotional road that it seemed like neither of them were prepared for.  
 
    What they weren’t afraid to deny – no, what was impossible to deny and necessary to explore –  was what was burning inside of them. 
 
    “Pierce.” Even her whisper was hoarse with her exponentially increasing desire. She placed her hand on his chest, sliding down the length of his scar towards his waist… and below. “I may not want to fall for you, but I need to fall apart for you.” His eyes darkened at her words and the way her hand drifted lower to the erection that she’d felt pressed against her stomach. “Make me fall apart again.” Whether it was a demand or a plea remained to be determined. 
 
    Pierce growled as her fingers closed firmly over his hard length. In return, his hand drifted down to knead her breast. Ana gasped as he thumbed over the sensitive flesh of her nipple, the sensation sending sparks down the kindling of desire pooling between her thighs, ready to burst into flame with every rub. 
 
    “Fall apart with me…” she moaned, her head falling back. 
 
    His mouth latched onto the golden skin of her neck, sucking on the supple flesh for a moment. 
 
    “As you wish,” he rasped against her and then his mouth claimed hers. 
 
    Her eyes shut and she drifted back into this very real dream where she was everything that he could ever want. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Pierce groaned, wondering where the hell he was and why was he so comfortable; he was never this comfortable in the morning given his necessary sleeping arrangements. The thought immediately provoked his recollection of the night before – the auction… Ana… her scar… 
 
    And everything that happened afterward. 
 
    Not the least of which was that he’d slept in a bed for the first time in decades. And he’d done it with her. No, he’d done it because of her. 
 
    What the hell time was it? 
 
    He groaned, rolling uncomfortably onto his erection. An indication that no matter how many times he’d had her last night, it hadn’t been enough. 
 
    Would it ever be? 
 
    The thought came unbidden to his mind and he quickly suppressed it. Right now, all he knew was that he wanted her again. 
 
    His hand reached out, expecting to find her warmth but came up empty. His mood instantly darkened when he realized the other side of the bed was empty. Pierce pried his eyes open, struggling to adjust to the light in the room to see first the impression in the sheets where Ana had slept. He took a deep breath, inhaling the remainder of her rose-scent. 
 
    Movement caught his eyes and his gaze refocused further out, seeing Ana sitting in a chair with his sketchpad propped on her knees in front of her. Only, she wasn’t looking at his sketches, she was making one. 
 
    Of him. 
 
    And to top it off, the damn minx was wearing one of his shirts. 
 
    She peered up over the paper. Her warm, hazel eyes alighted when she realized that he was awake. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he rasped. 
 
    His arousal throbbed at the endearing and erotic blush that spread across her cheeks. And lower… 
 
    “You looked so peaceful.” 
 
    He pushed himself up. “I think that was the best night’s sleep that I’ve ever had.” 
 
    “Really?” Her question was completely serious, emphasized by her surprised expression. “I’m surprised… you didn’t get much sleep.” 
 
    “I never said that it was because of the amount that it was the best…” 
 
    At his words, those damn lips of hers parted and gave him no choice. He stood from the bed, not giving a fuck about the fact that he was completely naked or the fact that his cock was jutting out towards the only thing that it desired. 
 
    Pierce clenched his jaw. He had other plans first. 
 
    She sat frozen, her wide eyes following him as he walked around the bed towards her. 
 
    “I hope it’s ok… that I used your stuff…” her voice cracked as she spoke. 
 
    “Did you look through it?” 
 
    She shook her head vigorously. “No, of course not.” 
 
    He walked behind the chair. Her head turned side to side before she realized that he was no longer in her sight unless she were to turn her whole body. 
 
    His hands on her shoulders quickly disabused her of any notion of moving. 
 
    Pierce bent down behind her, his face next to her ear. “You should look,” he whispered. 
 
    During the moment that she paused, he took the opportunity to see what the sketchpad had been hiding. His button-down shirt from the night before was fastened from the bottom up, but she’d left the top two buttons undone and from the looks of it, had nothing on underneath. 
 
    Fucking perfect. 
 
    His left hand drifted down from her shoulder towards the buttons of the shirt. 
 
    “Go ahead. Look.” He insisted and she began to move hesitantly as he unbuttoned one – and then two – more buttons. 
 
    He heard her intake of breath as she turned back to the first page, realizing that it was her face on the paper. He waited as she flipped through the first few pages – quick sketches of her that he’d done of different expressions that he’d noticed in the first week or so of their being here. Her determination and drive when she was talking about her work. Her compassion and care when she’d been helping Tash. Her love and affection when she’d talked to her brother. They were all there. 
 
    And then began the images of ones that weren’t. 
 
    Pierce slipped his hand into the opening in the shirt that he’d created, closing over the soft mound of her right breast as she lingered on the subsequent erotic images. 
 
    “Why did you do these?” she whispered. 
 
    She was looking at a sketch he’d done of her holding her breasts out, offering them up to him, the artist, to taste… to touch… to trace. He nipped at her earlobe as he pinched her nipple. “Because you’re all I think about.” 
 
    “Well,” she let out a small moan, “hopefully, all of your thoughts weren’t this naughty.” 
 
    He teased the taut peak of her nipple, enjoying the way her body arched against his hand for more. 
 
    “Do you really hope that they weren’t?” he rasped as his right hand began to slide down her shoulder, along the side of her breast, and onto her stomach that quivered underneath its touch. 
 
    His hand stopped in its path. “Do you?” he repeated. 
 
    “No,” she murmured and he continued his search downward towards the edge of the shirt. 
 
    “Keep going.” At his instigation, she flipped to the next page, gasping when she saw what was on it. 
 
    It was her, again. This time she was sitting on the edge of kitchen countertop. She wasn’t completely naked though; she was wearing her favorite sweater and one hand was clasping it over her naked chest, shielding it from his gaze. Her other hand, however, was between her spread thighs, her fingers buried in her core, her expression one of intense pleasure as she touched herself. 
 
    He didn’t give her the chance to recover before his fingers slipped underneath the edge of his shirt to find her bare sex, soaking wet and waiting. 
 
    “Fuck, Ana,” he groaned into her ear as he sunk two fingers inside of her. 
 
    She moaned exquisitely at the invasion, sliding her hips forward slightly in the chair to give him better access. He pinched and rubbed over her bud in the ways that he’d learned made her crazy. Her sex gushed against his fingers, letting them slide in and out of her easily. Her head fell back against his shoulder and the sound of her strangled, erratic breaths made his fingers frantic to feel her come. 
 
    “Pierce,” she breathed his name as his fingers quickly brought her sensitive flesh to the edge of release before pulling her over it. 
 
    His sketchbook fell to the floor as pleasure consumed her body. Her hips undulated against his hand as he rode out the waves of her release. 
 
    “Good morning, Princess,” he whispered into her ear. 
 
    Slowly, he withdrew his hands from her, bending to one side to pick up the sketch pad before tossing it onto the bed. Turning back to face her, he took in the sight in front of him – Ana sprawled in the chair, her eyes heavy with desire, his shirt unbuttoned, showing just enough of her chest to make his hands ache to touch her again, and her legs parted, showing the soft, sweet heaven that was between her thighs, wet and waiting for him. 
 
    Pierce groaned and dropped to his knees between hers. 
 
    “Take me,” she whispered, as if reading how much he needed her in his eyes. 
 
    It also could have been the way his erection was throbbing, begging to be back inside of her. 
 
    Placing the purple, aching head of his cock at her moist, swollen entrance, he pushed himself inside of her once more. 
 
    Groaning loudly, his head fell back and his eyes shut as he absorbed the sensation of her tight passage expanding to accommodate him, sucking him into her warmth. When he was finally seated fully inside of her, his gaze returned to the beautiful woman in front of him – a beautiful woman who was still partially covered from his sight. 
 
    He scowled, his hands leaving her hips to grasp the edges of his shirt yanking it apart and letting the buttons fly.  
 
    Ana gasped and he felt her surprise as her muscles clenched around him. 
 
    “Too beautiful to hide,” he rasped, his hands sliding up the flat plane of her stomach to knead her breasts. 
 
    She ached underneath him and he couldn’t hold back any longer to enjoy the view. His hips began to move on their own thrusting into her as he felt his release begin to build. 
 
    “Again for me, Princess,” he ground out. 
 
    One hand moved to anchor her hips as his thrust became more vigorous; the other slid down to her core, his thumb brushing over her sex. Her body responded in an instant. 
 
    She was made for him, was all he could think. Her body was made to respond to his. 
 
    And his was made to only want hers. 
 
    His release tore through him as she screamed his name, her core drawing his release from his body and into hers. 
 
    He collapsed onto her chest, their tumultuous breathing in sync as they slowly came back down. 
 
    Gently, he began to kiss along her sternum. And then her stomach grumbled. 
 
    He chuckled. “I guess that means it’s time for breakfast.” 
 
    She laughed softly. “I guess so. Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
    “Only for you, Princess,” he murmured. “You seem to be the only thing my body needs…” 
 
    She didn’t respond and he knew that he was skirting the line of that territory that they’d spoken of last night – the one where they let this passion become permanent. 
 
    He slid out of her, taking her arms to pull her up with him when he stood. 
 
    “Let’s get you washed up and then I’ll make us breakfast.” 
 
    He led her by her hand into the bathroom before releasing her. Reaching into the cabinet, he pulled out a washcloth and turned on the sink. 
 
    While he waited for the water to warm, he turned back to her and pulled his destroyed shirt down from her shoulders. 
 
    “You could have just unbuttoned it, you know,” she murmured. 
 
    He waited until her eyes met his. “Wouldn’t have gotten me to you fast enough.” The blush that crept onto her cheek made him want to take her on the bathroom floor. 
 
    Steam now rising from the sink, he held the washcloth underneath the water, letting it soak through. 
 
    “We can take a shower later,” he rasped, lowering the washcloth between her thighs. Her hand rose and gripped onto his bicep as the heat of the cloth touched her. 
 
    He clenched his jaw as he gently washed the remnants of their desire from her, his eyes drifting to her scarred shoulder. 
 
    “Why did you stay with him?” he asked hoarsely. 
 
    Her golden eyes widened at his question, her mouth opened and then closed again as she thought how to answer. 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” she finally said. “Morgan wanted me to end it much earlier – it’s why we didn’t speak for a few years. I think he always knew that this was the real Shane, although I don’t think he knew the extent of what Shane was really capable of.” 
 
    “He should have made you.” 
 
    “And, knowing me, do you really think I would have listened?” 
 
    No. 
 
    She continued as he pulled the washcloth from her, turning his focus to his own body. 
 
    “Morgan knew and he tried to warn me, but I wouldn’t listen. I thought Shane loved me and my parents loved him; he was a lawyer, just like my dad. Everything seemed to fall exactly into place; it was like the perfect fit. Maybe that should have been a clue – that it was all too-perfect.” 
 
    Pierce returned the washcloth underneath the water, rinsing it, and then wringing it out so tightly he thought he might tear it. 
 
    “Sometimes, you think you are doing all the right things for someone – things that should earn you their love and respect.” His gaze returned to hers. “And then they break you.” As they stared at each other, Pierce wasn’t sure if she was referring to herself or to him. “It took me a long time to realize that that wasn’t my fault. It took me an even longer time to accept that the other person hadn’t been deserving of my actions. That was the hardest part, not seeing who he really was, but admitting to myself that I’d made a mistake by continuing to turn a blind eye and believe otherwise.” 
 
    Her words reached inside of him and touched the parts that had been damaged – traumatized by his mother. He’d done everything for her love, and even if some of those things hadn’t been on the right side of the law, he was only a kid – what was he supposed to do? She was all he had. 
 
    Her words gave him the clarity to see that it wasn’t that he hadn’t done enough; it was that he’d done too much for someone who wouldn’t… or maybe couldn’t… care for him. 
 
    She reached out for his hand. “If I’m being honest, I was still blaming myself. Until I met you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What do you think?” She laughed lightly. “Even though I knew that he was a psycho, I continued to let myself believe that my body was still broken – and not just because of him and what he did; I continued to let myself believe the lies he told me to make me feel like he was doing me a favor by being with me and wanting to marry me – because who would want to be with a woman who couldn’t enjoy sex?” 
 
    Her eyes ducked to the ground, suddenly self-conscious about what she was saying. 
 
    “Ana.” His knuckles moved her gaze back to his. “Don’t ever hide from me.” 
 
    “Thank you for showing me – proving to me – that everything about that relationship was a lie.” 
 
    “Princess, I’d do anything to help you heal.” Their gazes remained locked as neither of them said another word, the meaningful silence between them speaking volumes about just how much they meant to each other, but were afraid to admit. “Let me go make some breakfast.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you. I don’t trust you on the stove.” 
 
    “What if Morgan comes home?” He didn’t want to bring her brother back into this, but he was already on thin ice with him. 
 
    Ana walked back out into the bedroom. 
 
    “He’s not. I texted him this morning.” She picked up her dress from off the floor, biting her lip and turning back to him. “Do you have something else I could borrow to wear down to my room to change?” 
 
    He nodded. “What did he say?” 
 
    “The woman is still unconscious, so he’s staying. He was kind of curt about it, but maybe it was just the text. I’ll call him when we go downstairs.” 
 
    “I’m surprised that they’re letting him stay with her.” Normally, unless you were immediate family, the hospital wouldn’t let anyone in the room with a patient who was in intensive care. 
 
    “Yeah, he didn’t say that they were giving him any problems.” Ana took the t-shirt from my hands and pulled it on over her head. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen?” 
 
    “Or I’ll come find you,” he promised with a wink. 
 
    She bit that delicious lower lip and smiled, slipping out of the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Ana almost tripped as she skipped down the stairs to her room.  
 
    She felt incredible - there was no other word for it. 
 
    Last night had been the most incredible night of her life - which was saying something considering that it was also the night that she relived the most traumatizing event of her entire life. She laid herself bare – literally and emotionally – in front of Pierce and he'd filled that painful void so completely that her heart thought it might explode. 
 
    Inside her room, she pulled out a pair of underwear, tugging them on over her exquisitely tender lower parts before pulling on a pair of sweats. On her way out of her room, she reached for her sweater that she left draped on the chair next to the door; it had always been her armor, in a sense, that she’d donned before entering the world. Except today – she just looked at it for a moment, and then left it lying there. 
 
    She didn’t need that armor anymore. 
 
    When she got down to the kitchen, Pierce was already there standing over the stove pouring some olive oil into a frying pan. He looked up at her and smiled.  
 
    "I didn't realize you were going to keep my shirt on, Princess."  
 
    "Is that okay?" she asked, stopping in her tracks.  
 
    "Of course. I just don't know who is going to come home and if you are okay with them seeing that."  
 
    She breathed a sigh of relief realizing that he was just looking out for her concerns. Turning towards the fridge, she went in search of the carton of eggs inside.  
 
    "Well, Morgan isn't coming home and I texted Tony this morning asking about Tash. He said that she was still sleeping and he would let me know when she woke up and he would bring her home; he said she had a rough night.” 
 
    "I'm sure," he murmured and his eyes returned to the pan on the stove. For a moment, she wondered if he knew more about why Tash had reacted like she did last night, but how could he?  
 
    She set the carton of eggs on the counter top next to the stove. "Can you handle scrambled eggs?" she teased. "I'm going to call Morgan; I'll be right here if you have any questions."  
 
    The look he gave her said that her teasing would be repaid with interest later. Although, she had a feeling that his teases would be of a completely different sort. 
 
    She thought the phone was going to go to voicemail with how many times it rang before her brother finally picked up.  
 
    "Hello?"  
 
    "Hey," she replied. "What's going on? I haven't heard from you. Has she woken up at all? Is she going to be okay? How are they even letting you in the room with her since you aren't related?"  
 
    "Woah, woah, woah. You have to go slower," Morgan said; he sounded exhausted. "I slept in a hospital chair all night which means I haven't slept. So, one question at a time, sis. Please."  
 
    "How is she?" She figured she should start with the basics and the basics were whether or not their sole link to the missing painting was going to be alive or dead by the end of the day.  
 
    "Still unconscious. The wound was deep and they think it might have nicked her intestine and potentially her liver. They went in last night and cauterized some of the area to stop the bleeding, but she lost too much blood for them to stay in there to do more. So, they had to close her up and start transfusions which ended this morning. This afternoon they are taking her back in to do some more scans and see if there is still any internal bleeding and if she'll require another operation."  
 
    “Shit." Ana sighed and Pierce looked over to her from the stove, eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How are they even letting you stay in the room with her? You're not family."  
 
    There was silence on the other end of the line for a few moments before her brother responded, "What can I say? Good looks will get you places."  
 
    She knew he was lying to her, but if it got him in the room with the woman who had all of the information that they needed, did she really care at this point?  
 
    "So, she hasn't woken up at all?"  
 
    "Just briefly when we got here last night," he replied.  
 
    "And did she say anything?"  
 
    "Nothing that would be useful to us." He sighed and sounded like he was debating on whether or not to say more. "What she said was slightly incoherent, but I think she's afraid that the men who are after her have connections either directly or indirectly in the hospital; she was afraid to be here. So, that's why I'm going to stay at the very least until she comes to and I can get more information." 
 
    At this moment, Ana watched as Pierce poured the scrambled eggs into the smoking frying pan causing oil to spit out on to him. He swore and jumped back from the stove and she couldn't stop the laugh that bubbled out of her lips.  
 
    "What are you doing?" her brother immediately asked, his tone wary.  
 
    She grimaced. "I... ahh... Just making breakfast." Thinking quickly, she continued with, " I'm waiting to hear from Tony about how Tash is doing."  
 
    "What do you mean? Isn't she there?"  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Even Pierce turned to look at her and she remembered that Morgan had left with the thief before Pierce had instructed Tony to take Tash to his place for the night.  
 
    "I wanted to make sure that she was safe, so Tony let her stay at his place. He's going to bring her back home this morning." 
 
    “I see.” He was suspicious, she could hear it. And she knew the question he wanted to ask, but wasn’t going to because he already knew the answer: So, it was just you and Pierce at the house last night? 
 
    "I have to go. The doctor is here to take her for more tests so I have to speak with him," Morgan said tightly.  
 
    "Okay, let me know how it goes."  
 
    "I will. And Ana, we aren't done with this conversation." And then he hung up. 
 
    She bit her lip, her stomach turning knowing how things had been left between the two of them and now his suspicions were only added to that. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Pierce asked. She looked up to find his stare boring into her. “What did he say?” 
 
    She shook her head. Her brother, her problem. 
 
    “Nothing.” She stood and walked to the cabinet to get out plates for the two of them. “Just that that knife did a lot of damage and they won't know the full extent until later today. So, he is going to stay at the hospital until then. He said she's mostly been unconscious the whole time, but he thinks that she is afraid that the men who stabbed her or their associates will find her in the hospital."  
 
    Pierce nodded, his black eyes sparking as though he might know more. "And what did he say when you told him about Tash?"  
 
    "Nothing," she mumbled. " He just wondered how she was, but then had to go because the doctor was there."  
 
    "I see," he said disbelievingly. "What's going on between you and Morgan? You seem not to be on the best terms recently. And even before that, I’ve seen the way that you look at him when he cuts you off or tries to take control of a situation that he thinks you can't handle."  
 
    Ana sighed. "He can just be a little overbearing, that's all."  
 
    Pierce laughed. "Well, I've experienced that. Good thing I can be even worse."  
 
    She rolled her eyes at him before continuing, "Morgan has a thing - a complex - where he just needs to be the hero all the time. Don't get me wrong, I love him and sometimes I do appreciate it, or at least, I did. But, he never used to be this overbearing until that night..." She trailed off taking the frying pan from the stove and dividing the eggs between the two plates.  
 
    Pierce remained silent, waiting for her to feel comfortable enough to continue her story.  
 
    "Like I said, he saved my life that night; he was my hero. But I don't think he sees it that way. I mean, he knows that he saved me, but I think he feels guilty for not forcing me to leave Shane earlier in the relationship. I think he feels like he didn't do enough to prevent it from happening. And now he's trying to make up for that by being overly protective and by making sure that nothing and no one has even the slightest chance of getting close enough to hurt me."  
 
    "And I am one of those things." It wasn't a question, but a statement of fact. And it was something that she couldn't deny. While she couldn't bring herself to believe that Pierce would hurt her, Morgan didn't think the same way.  
 
    "He needs to know, Ana," Pierce said softly between bites of his breakfast.  
 
    He’d spoken the words that they both knew were true. Not that Morgan had any say in whatever was going on between them, but she was his sister and Pierce was his friend and he deserved to find out from one of them before he found out on his own.  
 
    "I know," she sighed. "But I'm not going to tell him over the phone. When he comes back from the hospital I'll talk with him."  
 
    "And you should tell him how you feel," he continued. "If there's one thing that we both know about Morgan it's that he doesn't want to hurt you and if how he's treating you is doing that, he needs to know."  
 
    "I tried to tell him the other day, but we got in a fight; I think he's afraid to see that I can take care of myself now." She picked up the empty plates and took them over to the sink to rinse them off.  
 
    "Is that why you took this job?"  
 
    "Partly. There was the self-defense aspect, but it also allowed me to get away from everything and everyone who knew what had happened and all the reminders that seemed to come along with everything. Plus, I'd always enjoyed art, so the fact that I got to help preserve it or restore it was a welcome perk.” She turned and gave him a smile. "Speaking of art, so it was therapy that got you interested in painting?"  
 
    His mouth thinned at the conversation being turned around back on him, but he didn't try to deflect.  
 
    "At first, no. I was angry at everyone and everything, so I told myself I hated it. But, as I moved around from foster home to foster home, it ended up being the only thing that remained constant. No, it was more than that. It seemed like the only thing I had control over was what I put on that canvas."  
 
    “And were you painting naked women from the start?" Ana teased, but she knew the question had come from her self-conscious insecurities that would take time to fully uproot themselves.  
 
    "No." He smirked. "That only started later after I met Tristan and Sloane, but I will admit that it was entirely my idea. Tristan started the Guild, but I insisted on the subject matter." 
 
    "I bet you did." She rolled her eyes and open the dishwasher to put the plates inside. When she stood back up the hard heat of his body was behind her, pressed flush against her back.  
 
    "I want to paint you," he whispered against her ear.  
 
    Ana sucked a breath knowing just what kind of painting he meant. A thrill went through her body as his hand came around to press firmly against her stomach and she could feel the hard ridge of his arousal against the curve of her ass. And then his hand slid lower, drifting down to cup her core through her sweatpants.  
 
    "Let me paint you, Princess," he whispered hoarsely, again. 
 
    “Why, so you can add me to your long list of seduced subjects?” she whispered back, seeing his body tighten in the chair. 
 
    “Sweetheart, there’s only one list that you are going on and you’re the only one on it.” 
 
    “And what list is that?” 
 
    “The one that seduced me.”  
 
    He spun her around as his mouth crashed onto hers. Hoisting her up into his arms, Ana wrapped her legs around his waist as he carried her up the flights of stairs back into his room and the haven that it had become. 
 
    He brought her right into the sitting room, setting her feet gently on the floor. Grabbing the hem of her – his – t-shirt, he drew it up and over her head, dropping it to the ground. She held his gaze as his fingers next hooked into the edge of her sweats and underwear, pulling them down to the floor, gently lifting one leg and then the other to remove the pants completely.  
 
    Ana sucked in a shaky breath when he stepped back, his eyes roaming hotly over every inch of her body. For a moment, she wondered if there was any painting that was going to happen right now because the way he was looking at her made it seem like there was only one thing he wanted to do to her – and it wasn’t paint. 
 
    His self-control must have just barely won out because he turned away from her, saying, “Just give me a sec.” 
 
    “Do you want me to sit?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Stand,” he answered gruffly before adding, “Please.” 
 
    It was as though an invisible bubble had come around her. She watched as Pierce quickly arranged his brushes and paints, pulling out a fresh canvas and setting it on the easel.  
 
    "You are beautiful," he said, his gaze finally coming to rest on her. 
 
    She sucked in a breath and her whole body flushed at the compliment.  
 
    "Say it," he demanded.  
 
    "Say what?"  
 
    "Say that you're beautiful,” he insisted as he dabbed his brushes into the mix of paints. 
 
    "Why?"  
 
    "Because I need to hear that you believe it. I need to see that you believe it."  
 
    Her gaze dropped from his. Ana wasn’t sure that she could comply with his request because she wasn't sure that she did, in fact, believe it. 
 
    "I haven't slept with anyone since I've met you," he said. Immediately her eyes returned to him, wondering why he’d admitted that. "I couldn't stop thinking about you. I couldn’t stop wanting you. And your damn sweaters. God, I just wanted to burn them all for clouding the brightness of your beauty and strength."  
 
    "Pierce," she began breathlessly, " why are you saying this? You shouldn't... You shouldn't be saying these things."  
 
    "I should because I need you to believe that you are beautiful and I will continue until you do,” he replied harshly as his brush moved over the canvas in short, determined strokes. “The way you went out on a limb to help me – to help us – even though I was a complete ass to you. The way you helped Tash even though I can only imagine the memories it stirred of your own experience.” 
 
    She sucked in a ragged breath, tears dripping from her eyes. 
 
    “Do you believe it yet?” he asked again. “Or should I tell you how beautiful your body is? Especially the way it comes alive underneath my touch.” She felt his gaze sweep over her again. “Or maybe I should tell you that you’re beautiful because somehow, you managed to save me. Somehow, you persisted until you made me believe that there was something of me worth saving.” 
 
    Ana couldn’t take it anymore. She walked over to him and clasped the sides of his face. 
 
    “I’m beautiful, Pierce,” she said firmly. “I’m beautiful…” 
 
    And I love you. She had to bite her lip to stop the last part from coming out. 
 
    Her eyes glanced over at his painting, the sight taking her breath.  
 
    “I’m beautiful,” she whispered again, the image of herself drawing the words from her. But more than what she saw of herself in the painting, she saw what he felt for her.  
 
    “Did you fall for me, Mr. Lane?” she asked, her questioning gaze placing her hand over his heart. 
 
    He let out a short laugh. “Hell, Princess, even the stars would fall for you.” His coal-black gaze found hers. 
 
    She bent down and kissed him with everything that she had. With one hand, he pushed her back up to stand. 
 
    “Don’t move,” he said. 
 
    He reached down and picked up an unused paintbrush, running the soft bristles through his fingers. 
 
    “Close your eyes.” 
 
    The next thing she knew, Ana felt those soft bristles of the brush against her skin. First starting along her collarbone, one side and then the other. It lingered on her scar, making sure to stroke over every inch of that skin, painting over her painful past with this passionate present. She shivered as he trailed it down over her breast, swirling over her nipple. She bit her lip in agony at the softness of the touch – she wanted harder; she wanted more. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she moaned. 
 
    “Painting,” he rasped, watching as the bristles spread like a web over her skin. “Painting is not about what you see, Ana, but what you feel… so I’m painting you beautiful; I’m painting you mine.” 
 
    Slowly it slid down her stomach to where every sensation pooled. The soft bristles disappeared into her slickness and over her sex. She gasped his name as he painted pleasure over her, her desire soaking into the brush as the masterpiece of her orgasm unfolded before her. 
 
    He continued his torture until she pleaded his name; the brush was too soft. She needed more – she needed him. Dropping it to the ground, he replaced its touch with his thumb, immediately pressing it into her core. Her hands reached out to grip his shoulders as he massaged her sex, bringing her closer and closer to release. 
 
    And then every touch was gone.  
 
    She opened her eyes just as he finished pulling his sweats over his throbbing erection. Grabbing her hips, he yanked her onto his lap, letting out a shout as the full length of him slid easily inside of her passage. 
 
    “Take me,” he rasped. 
 
    She raised and lowered her hips in a frenzy, her sex rubbing against him. He captured her lips, his tongue invading her mouth as she let him invade her body. 
 
    With a final stroke inside of her, they both exploded. Ana collapsed on top of him with the force of her release. Every time they came together, it was like a painful piece of her past was replaced with the care, concern – and dare she say, the love – that Pierce showed her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    As she collapsed against his chest, Pierce knew that that was it. He’d come thousands of miles to escape the affliction that had claimed his friends, but instead of escaping it, he’d flown directly into its arms – into her arms. 
 
    He was in love with Ana. 
 
    And the thought hit him harder than every soul-shattering, physical release that he experienced with her. After seeing her scar, his only thought, his only focus, and the only way he could cope with the knowledge of what had happened to her – since the fucker who maimed her was dead – was to use every broken and battered piece of him to try to put her back together. 
 
     No, that wasn’t right. Anna didn’t need to be put back together; his strong princess managed to do that on her own. His brave girl had put herself back together, yet still refused to see herself as whole. 
 
     No, the only way he could cope was to show her just how perfect she was to him–whether that meant something to her or not; but he had a feeling that it did.  What he hadn’t realized at the time was in order to show her that, he needed to open up to her the part of him that had been afraid to feel for so long; what he hadn’t realized at the time was that the only way for him to heal her was for him to love her -  and that’s what he’d done, without realizing what his actions truly meant. When she’d let the dress fall, she hadn’t just bared her body to him, she’d bared her heart and her soul. He’d seen her pain and her hurt and only his heart had known what to do and he’d done it -  without question, without concern, without any thought to himself or the damage that it could do to him, let alone his friendship with Morgan. Because she meant more to him than anything; she was everything. 
 
     Now, with her here in his arms, feeling her heart beat in sync with his, her light finally managed to break through the darkness that was inside of him to allow him to see the bright truth that was right in front of his eyes: not only was he in love with her, but he was, in fact, worth loving, too. 
 
    She’d been the one to show him that and now he prayed that she not only saw it, but that she felt it too. 
 
    “Pierce.” Her soft voice fell over his chest as she lifted her head to look into his eyes and in their shimmering gold, he saw her love for him. 
 
     Cupping her face in his hands, his gaze held hers. He had said a lot of questionable things over his life, risky things that could’ve destroyed him or destroyed the people around him, but compared with all of them, these next three words would be the riskiest, yet most necessary, phrase he knew he would ever utter. 
 
    “Ana!”  they both flinched hearing her name echo through the wide-open spaces of the house just as the front door slammed– a giant exclamation point on the urgency with which she was being called. 
 
    “Oh my God.”  She quickly stood and Pierce bit into his tongue at the loss of her warm heat around his arousal. “Tony’s here.” 
 
    Pierce grabbed his sweatpants, yanking them back on as Ana tried to collect her clothes that were scattered around the floor. 
 
    “Shit.” He heard her mutter underneath her breath, stumbling as she tried to pull her pants on. 
 
    “Calm down.”  He grabbed her shoulders forcing her to be still for a second. “It’s just Tony and Tash. It’s fine. You just finish getting dressed and I will go down and talk to them. Alright, Princess?” 
 
    She nodded, but there was still a thread of worry in her eyes. 
 
    Pierce bent down and placed a firm kiss on her lips before turning to leave the room. He paused for split second, his hand on the doorframe. “You should probably make a stop in your room to grab one of your own T-shirts.” 
 
     Again, she nodded vigorously. Now was not the time to be letting that cat out of the bag and these were not the people who needed to hear it first. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There she is!” He exclaimed, looking at Tash with a rueful smile as he walked down the stairs to where Tony and Tash were waiting in the hall. 
 
    “Where’s Ana?” Tony asked, his eyes narrowing. “I’ve texted and tried to call her, but with no answer.” 
 
    “Not sure.” He shrugged. “Although, she did say she was going to take a shower a little bit ago. Maybe that’s why she hasn’t answered.” He turned his attention to Tash. “How are you feeling? I didn’t think you were going to be the one I was going to have to worry about last night.”  He tried to keep his tone lighthearted, seeing that Tash looked like she hadn’t slept very well. 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.”  A small, apologetic smile crossed her face. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it -  you know I’m just teasing.” 
 
    “Hey, Tony!”  Ana’s voice and footsteps echoed behind him, but he didn’t turn his gaze. “I’m so sorry that I missed your call. I was in the shower and then I lay down for a minute and I didn’t hear my phone.” 
 
    Just like he had done, she quickly addressed Tony and then turned her attention to Tash before Tony had the opportunity to think about her response or question her further.  But while she was focused on Tash, he saw Tony’s keys flit between Ana and himself; he could practically see the man’s wheels turning – he was an investigatory agent, after all. 
 
    “Are you alright? Here, why don’t we go into the kitchen I’ll make us some tea.” 
 
    A slight nod. “That would be wonderful.  Could I just maybe talk to Pierce for a minute first?” She asked softly as her eyes darted over to him. 
 
    His gaze narrowed on Tash and he had a bad feeling about what she needed to tell him even though he knew it was information that he’d seen coming from the second that she passed out. 
 
    Ana’s mouth opened and closed before she swallowed and nodded. “Of course. Whatever you need.” She sent him a quick confused stare before turning back to Tony and asking, “Do you want some tea?” 
 
    They walked down the hall into the kitchen and Tash waited until they were well into the room before she turned and walked into the living room, expecting him to follow her. 
 
    “It’s him, isn’t it?” 
 
    “His voice. As soon as he spoke.” She wiped tears from her eyes. “As soon as I heard that voice, I knew who he was. I knew he was one of Julian’s men.” Her voice broke. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Because you aren’t the type of woman who passes out.  And because we knew that the men were there on behalf of some drug cartel. And after the look on their faces, it only took me a second to put two and two together.” He crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    “What are we going to do? What do I do?” She sucked in the shaky breath. “They saw me – they saw my face.” 
 
    He stayed silent for a moment, clenching his jaw while trying to think how the hell to handle this mess. 
 
    “The two that saw you were definitely arrested.”  He ran his hand through his hair. “I don’t know if the third man saw you or not before he escaped in the crowd.” 
 
    “So, what do I do?” she asked again softly. 
 
    “I don't want to assume that he saw you and send you back to New York and risk putting you in more danger. But I also can't assume that he didn't see you.” Tash’s head dropped and her arms came around to hug herself. “If he did recognize you, you’re in just as much danger here, if not more, because we don't have the manpower to protect you.” 
 
     He clenched his teeth together to stop a curse from escaping his mouth as he watched Tash wipe more tears from her eyes. 
 
    “I'm going to call Sloane, but for right now, we hang tight. Just try to relax. Don't go outside, don’t go anywhere. Just stay put and see what happens.” 
 
    She nodded. And then her shoulders began to shake with silent sobs.  
 
    The old Pierce would have taken it as his cue to leave and to find someone else to comfort her rather than letting anyone see that he was capable of caring for anyone other than himself. 
 
    That was the old Pierce. 
 
    He stepped towards her and drew her into his arms, holding her tightly as her shoulders shook while she cried.  
 
    "It's going to be okay. We're going to keep you safe." His words seemed too simple for what she must be feeling, but somehow, they must have still meant something because she nodded against his chest. 
 
    “Pierce?” Tash immediately broke from his arms as Ana’s soft, confused tone interrupted them. He turned and saw the twinge of hurt in her eyes, wondering what was going on between him and Tash. 
 
    “I… I’m sorry,” Tash said softly, quickly wiping her eyes and collecting herself. “I think I’m going to go take a shower; I’ll have to take you up on that tea later, Ana, but thank you again.” There was a small smile and then she was gone. 
 
    Ana stood there waiting for an explanation, but Pierce wasn't sure that he could give her one right now. He needed to talk to Sloane first. 
 
    "I’m sorry, Princess. I want to tell you, but I have to make a phone call first.” He stepped towards her, his knuckles lifting up her chin. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered firmly, even though the strength in her voice didn’t quite carry all the way up to her eyes. “Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    He bent down and captured her lips, softly trying to kiss away her doubts. 
 
    “Believe that it’s only you, Ana,” he answered against her mouth. “That I’m all yours.” He pulled back before he gave in to his need to wipe every ounce of doubt from her mind and completely ignore the fate of the woman upstairs whose life could be in danger. 
 
    His words seemed to calm the storm that had been brewing in her eyes, but he would make sure that his feelings for her were crystal clear later.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Pierce.” Sloane’s calm voice answered his call as he paced back and forth in his room. 
 
    “We have to talk.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Did you find the painting?” asked Sloane. 
 
    The fucking painting was the least of his concerns right now. 
 
    “No. Actually, I don’t know. Morgan is handling it right now.” He brushed off the question quickly. “I’m calling about Tash.” 
 
    “Hold on.” There was silence for a moment before he spoke again. “Alright, sorry. I wanted to get out of Cyn’s earshot. What’s going on? Is Tash ok?” 
 
    He sighed. “Well, ‘ok’ is a relative term at the moment. Physically, she’s not hurt or anything, but we ran into a small snag. And by small, I mean we need a new fucking plan.” 
 
    “Christ, Pierce. What the hell happened?” 
 
    He knew he was going to get shit for the role he’d played in all of this, but there was no point in hiding or denying it now. 
 
    “I suggested that Tash help us last night in our attempt to locate the thief.” Pierce heard the muted ‘Shit’ on the other end of the phone, but he continued, “There was a masked auction; the party was a disguise to cover up the sale. Morgan was the one we decided to use to make contact with the thief and I suggested that Tash be his date; I thought that the presence of a woman with him might make the thief less skittish.” 
 
    He rubbed a hand over his brow, determining the quickest way to get through everything that had happened only a few hours ago. 
 
    “Well, it turns out we aren’t the only ones looking for this woman – or the painting. It’s a long story and an even longer connection to make, but basically, there were other men there, men who were sent by their employer to take this girl at all costs. They were armed but thankfully, we outnumbered them.” 
 
    “Did Tash get hurt?” Sloane interjected. 
 
    “No. Well, she passed out, but she’s otherwise uninjured. The reason she passed out is the problem. She heard the voices of the men and recognized them as part of Sanchez’s group.” He paused. “And they recognized her. Well, at least the two that we arrested did. There was a third, but I don’t know if he saw her or not before he slipped out with the rest of the crowd.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Pierce heard commotion on the other end of the line and figured that Cyn had overheard at least Sloane’s end of the conversation. 
 
    “Alright, let me think.” He paused. “What about the men you arrested? Can’t you find someone to make them talk?” 
 
    “Ana’s guy is trying but I can’t fucking count on that miracle. Plus, who fucking knows many men Sanchez has here or how far his reach extends but based on conversations with some of my contacts, his resources are substantial,” Pierce continued, leaving Loury’s name out of the equation. “She’s freaked out, Sloane, and I don’t blame her. We can’t protect her here if she’s been made – not like Sebastian could back there. But I also don’t want to send her all the fucking way back and put her in a situation that is definitely more dangerous when there’s a chance that she’s still safe here.” 
 
    “Pierce, you’re on speaker.” Cyn’s voice came over the line. 
 
    Great. 
 
    “We need to watch and see, but you need to be prepared that your plans might have to change. And someone needs to tell Sebastian.” 
 
    “Yeah, just let me think for a second,” Sloane replied. 
 
    “Is she ok? Can I talk to her?” Cyn asked. 
 
    This was exactly what he didn’t want to have happen. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea. She stayed with one of Ana’s agents last night and just went up to shower. She’s in shock and I think that whatever we decide needs to be told to her in person.” 
 
    “Oh…” Cyn said softly. “Ok, if you think that’s best.” 
 
    “Alright,” Sloane interjected. “Pierce, we can’t watch and wait forever. If someone recognized her, Sanchez will know by now which means that within the next twenty-four hours, you will know whether or not Tash is in danger there.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “So, wait until tomorrow night and see if either of those men give up something on Sanchez. In the meantime, I’ll call Sebastian and update him and figure out a plan B if we have to bring her home.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He rubbed his forehead, his mind already going back to Ana. 
 
    “Until we know for sure, let’s keep this on the down-low. I don’t want Sanchez being spooked into doing something stupid. Not to mention, I don’t want him to draw the connection between Tash and you… because that will lead back to me and ruin all the work we’ve been doing here. Keep her inside, keep her with that other agent, I don’t care; we can’t give Sanchez any more information to work with. We need him to make the next move.” 
 
    “Fine,” he bit out, realizing that what Sloane said meant he needed to keep this from Ana for another day. 
 
    One step forward, two fucking steps back. 
 
    “Keep us posted,” Cyn said. 
 
    He hung up the phone, throwing it at the pillows on the bed. 
 
    Opening his door, he could hear the faint sounds of Tony and Ana still talking downstairs; it sounded like she might have called Gino as well to update him on Morgan and the condition of the thief and see if he was getting anywhere with those confessions. 
 
    Shutting it again, he walked into the bathroom and flipped on the shower. He needed a minute to think. Not to mention, he didn’t care to be in the same room as Tony right now after almost punching the guy. 
 
    Hopefully, by the time he was done showering, Tony would be gone and Ana would be all his. 
 
    He might not be able to tell her some important things at the moment, but he could tell her the most important thing – and that was that he was irrevocably in love with her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    “I still haven’t heard from Morgan, but when I do, I’ll keep you guys updated as to what our next move is – if we even have one,” Ana said calmly to Tony who was standing on the other side of the kitchen island and Gino who was on the phone while waiting at the police station for the opportunity to question the men who’d been arrested last night. 
 
    “Sounds good, I’ll let you know if I find out anything from these men – who they work for, what exactly they want with the girl or the painting.” Gino hung up, leaving her alone with Tony again. 
 
    The lunch that she’d had with him only a few days before now seemed like a lifetime ago – a lifetime that had been consumed with Pierce. Mostly, she was overwhelmed with guilt rather than awkwardness. She felt bad that she’d led him on; she hadn’t done it on purpose – he was a great guy. 
 
    “Everything ok, Ana?” he asked quietly, his stare calmly concerned. “You’ve been very distant since the other morning. If breakfast was too much, too fast—” 
 
    She had to give him something. 
 
    “No!” she interjected, shaking her head. “No, that’s not it. I’m so sorry, Tony. It’s not that it was too much, it was that it was anything. You are… perfect – kind, caring, smart; I wanted… to want you, but I can’t let you continue to think that anything could turn into something.” 
 
    His mouth thinned and she knew that she was hurting him. But, this truth was like a Band-Aid – it stung being ripped off, but it was the only way for him to heal. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Tony. I didn’t mean for it to get this far. I really tried…” She stopped; more words were only going to make it worse. 
 
    He let out a deep sigh. “I understand. I’m sorry if I’ve made this uncomfortable for you.” 
 
    Of course, he would try to apologize. 
 
     “No, no. I’m sorry that I let you continue to think there could be something… when there can’t.” 
 
    He nodded tightly. “I guess you’ll just let me know what’s next then?” Her eyes widened. “For the case.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Of course.” She rung her hands in front of her, hating to have to hurt him this way. 
 
    He strummed his fingers on the counter for a second before turning to leave. “Ana.” His gaze returned to her. “Is it because of him?” 
 
    She didn’t need to clarify who ‘him’ was. She held his gaze, knowing that she could respond and tell him that it was because she just didn’t feel the same way – and that would have been the truth. No, it would have been a truth. He deserved the truth, which was exactly what he’d said. 
 
    She didn’t respond; she didn’t have to. His eyes found the answer in hers a second later and then he nodded and left. It was only when the front door shut that Ana let out the breath that she’d been holding. 
 
    Ana pulled out her phone – still no word from Morgan. Chewing on her lower lip, she took the steps up to find Pierce and the answers that she needed. 
 
    His door was cracked open, as though he knew she would come searching for him. She heard the showering running as soon as she walked in the room, heat pooling in her stomach at the thought of him naked and wet. 
 
    Shutting the door – and locking it – behind her, she walked quietly towards the bathroom. Pausing just outside the doorway, she quickly stripped off her clothes, leaving them in a pile on the floor. She caught herself smiling in excitement – she’d never felt this beautifully confident in her body before and it only made her more aroused, knowing just what this was going to do to him. 
 
    When she walked into the bathroom, she could see through the fogged glass shower door that he was standing with his back – and delicious backside – to her as he stood rinsing off underneath the rain shower. 
 
    Without a single, self-conscious thought, she walked over to the shower and slid the door open; the sound and the rush of cold air had Pierce spinning around in an instant. 
 
    “What the—” His curse halted at the sight of her, a new one forming on his lips. “Christ, Ana.” His black gaze ran up and down the length of her and she could see his desire spark and ignite down his entire body. Before her eyes, his body came alive just at the sight of her and she’d never felt so powerful. 
 
    Her nipples tightened and her desire pooled between her thighs, making her skin moist. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” she asked coyly. 
 
    “As if I’d let you go now,” he bit out, stepping back so that she could enter. 
 
    Her feet touched on the warm, wet tile floor, sliding the glass door shut behind her. Her hands remained behind her back as he stepped towards her, his hands clasping her face and his lips crushing hers.  
 
    “So fucking gorgeous.” And she believed him. 
 
    His tongue dove into her mouth as his arms came around her, hers rising to lock around his neck. It only took seconds of being against him for her to become drenched – and not just from the water of the shower. His arousal that hadn’t been there a second ago now pressed demandingly into her stomach as he devoured her mouth. 
 
    One hand sank into her shoulder, while the other dropped to the soft flesh of her ass, pulling her as close to him as was physically possible. 
 
    She gasped as she was then spun around, his mouth biting into her neck. 
 
    “What are you doing to me, Princess?” He sucked the soft skin into his mouth. 
 
    “Everything,” she exhaled as his hand closed over her breast, feeling him groan against her. 
 
    “What do you want me to do to you?” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    “Everything.” His name then escaped her lips as the fingers on his other hand sank into her core, teasing the sensitive, aching flesh between her thighs. 
 
    His mouth continued its torturous trail down her neck and shoulders, his hands simultaneously teasing her nipple and her clit. She moaned, her head falling back on his shoulder, the water from the shower running down her chest. Her hips undulated against his hand, both begging for more and teasing his erection that was cradled in her ass. 
 
    “Fuck,” he rasped. Both of his hands moved to clasp her waist. “Bend over, Princess.” 
 
    Following the pressure from his hands, she tipped her torso forward, her hands resting on the cool glass of the shower door.  
 
    One of his hands slid back down between her thighs, teasing her swollen flesh again as she felt the hard head of his arousal pressing at her entrance. 
 
    “Everything…” she heard him muttered as he thrust inside of her, filling her completely. 
 
    She whimpered at the welcome invasion, feeling the tip of him pressing against the deepest part of her, deliciously stretching her aching inner muscles. 
 
    With one hand anchored on her waist and the other rubbing mercilessly over her core, he began to pound into her. Her hands on the shower door caused it to shake with the force of his thrusts; she was afraid that it might break, their movements becoming more frenzied as he brought them closer to release. 
 
    The feel of the water showering down on them only served to overwhelm every other sense of her body. 
 
    Ana felt her body tightening, her knees locking, and her breath becoming more and more shallow as she hurdled towards her release. 
 
    “Now, Princess.” She exploded, screaming his name as her hips pulled his erection even deeper inside of her, drawing his orgasm from him. 
 
    Her name was like a prayer on his lips as she felt his body jerk into hers with his own release. The warmth of his desire filled her as he continued to thrust into her core. 
 
    When their breaths began to mingle with the soft sound of the shower, Pierce pulled her torso back up against him, the hand on her waist sliding around to her stomach, holding her tight to him as he remained inside of her. 
 
    “If I could stay here forever…” he murmured. The mention of the f-word sending a shiver up her spine. 
 
    Ana sucked in a breath. “I think I’m going to start to wrinkle in a few minutes,” she replied with a breathless laugh. 
 
    “I’d still want you.” His words were emphasized with a brush of his thumb over her sex. 
 
    Ana thought that her heart was going to burst. 
 
    Slowly, he pulled himself out of her, turning her to face him again as he kissed her slowly and softly. “Gorgeous,” he whispered against her lips. 
 
    She stood there numb with pleasure as he reached up on the shelf in the shower to grab another washcloth, lathering it up before gently touching it to her skin. Her eyes drifted shut as he gently washed her body, taking time to clean every inch of her flesh, massaging down her arms and legs, lightly teasing over the aroused skin of her nipples and sex, effectively turning her entire body to jello.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He dried her off before pulling her into his arms. 
 
    “I don’t deserve you,” he murmured next to her ear, making sure he’d caught every last droplet of water that tried to remain on what was his. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you think you deserve. I think I’ve fallen for you,” she admitted with her heart beating up into her throat. 
 
    She’d fallen for him. Ana had fallen for him. 
 
    The overwhelming elation he’d felt was now dimmed by the familiar self-deprecating guilt that had controlled most of his adult life. The devil inside of him whispered over and over again that he wasn’t good enough, that he didn’t deserve her. 
 
    His heart fought back – that wasn’t his call to make. 
 
    He could only try to be the man he knew she deserved and hope that was enough. 
 
    What is wrong with you, Pierce? Fucking your best friend’s sister. You are beyond fucked up. 
 
    His body tensed at the reminder. 
 
    And she felt it. “What’s wrong?” Her tone told him that she was immediately wondering if she’d admitted too much – if he didn’t feel about her the way she felt about him. 
 
    He bent down, gently placing the lightest kisses on every inch of her scar, he reassured her, “Nothing, gorgeous. Nothing is wrong with you; you are perfect.” He touched his lips lightly to hers before resuming his adoration of her traumatized skin. 
 
    “I’m not,” she whispered back. 
 
    His hand tightened on her waist. “You are perfect to me,” he sighed. “Too perfect for me.” He continued to kiss her shoulder all over her scar, feeling her chest quiver as she drew in a shaky breath because of his words. 
 
    They were the truth. 
 
    “Ana,” he said, “we need to tell Morgan.” 
 
    Her face fell at his words, tightening her hold on her towel. 
 
    “Why? I don’t think it’s a good idea right now.” Her voice was quiet, but firm. 
 
    “Princess, he’s one of my friends and I just slept with his sister; he needs to know what’s going on between us.” 
 
    “But what if…” she trailed off and he raised an eyebrow at her. “What if things don’t work out? Then telling him is just going to piss him off for nothing. Not to mention, it’s not any of his business; this is my life and my choice.” 
 
    Anger rushed through him as she blurted out her insecurities, clearly still unsure of his intentions toward her. 
 
    He dropped the damp cloth on the floor, his hands grasping the sides of her face, forcing her gaze to his. 
 
    “Sweetheart, if you think I’m ever going to let you go, you couldn’t be more wrong – and you know how much I love to show you just how wrong you are,” he replied with a seductive smile. “I didn’t just sleep with you, Ana… you know it’s so much more than that.” 
 
    Her big, golden eyes stared up into his, hope sparkling inside of them. 
 
    “I don’t think you realize just what you do to me. I’d give you the moon and the stars if you asked.” 
 
    “I’m just asking for you,” she whispered as her hand came up to rest on his. “All of you.” 
 
    “All of me is all in pieces, but they are all yours.” His lips dropped to hers, sealing the promise in his words. He just hoped that those pieces didn’t cut her up as she tried to put him back together. 
 
    Ana sighed and he knew there was more coming. “I just don’t want to tell Morgan right now; there’s just a lot going on and I’m tired of him trying to control my life instead of supporting it.” She stepped back, looking around for her clothes and starting to get dressed again. “Plus, I haven’t even heard from him again today. I definitely don’t think we should tell him over the phone; we need to tell him together. In person.” 
 
    Well, he couldn’t argue with that, but it still made him feel unsettled to think that they were going about this behind Morgan’s back – especially considering how much she meant to him. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” he ground out tightly. 
 
    “But it’s no longer just you.” Her hand slid onto his chest. “And he can step off of his high hero horse because he doesn’t have to like it; it’s not his life. He should like it if he’s really looking out for my happiness like he says he is.” 
 
    “He knows me. He’s not going to like this at all. You’re too good for me, Ana, and I will be the first fucking person to admit it.” 
 
    She shook her head. “He doesn’t know you, Pierce. He only knows the person you want everyone to see.” 
 
    His head ducked. She made another good point. All of his intentions had always been masked by the selfish shell that he’d encased them in. 
 
    “It’s easier to be broken,” he admitted. “It’s easier to hide.” 
 
    “Maybe. But it’s definitely lonelier.” 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair. “It was never a problem before.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to hide from me.” She stopped and put her finger up. “Let me rephrase. I won’t let you hide from me.” That finger then came to rest on his chest. “I also don’t want to talk about my brother anymore.” Her arms wrapped around his neck, pressing herself against him again. “I don’t want to talk anymore. I want you to take me again.” 
 
    He groaned, his body hardening instantly. “Not fair, Princess.” His protest weakened as his arms immediately reached around her, his hands gripping onto her ass.  
 
    “Mmm… I learned from the best.” She reached up and grabbed his lower lip between her teeth, pulling it into her mouth. “Take me, Pierce.” 
 
    “I just did. Twice. I should feed you or take you out or ask you to watch a movie or some romantic shit like that.” His forehead rested on hers, his right hand dipping between the back of her legs towards the treasure that lay between them. 
 
    “You can do all that later.” She kissed him. “Right now, just take me again. I want to feel that I am yours.” She gasped as his fingers found their destination amidst the slickness of her sex. 
 
    “Fuck.” His mouth ravaged hers. Slamming the bathroom door shut with his foot, his hands gripped her waist, pushing her back against the door as his tongue dueled with hers. Seconds later, he had her legs hoisted up around his waist and his arousal was pressing inside of her once more. 
 
    It wasn’t pretty or sweet, slow or tender. Pierce slammed into her with every ounce of desire that he had for her – all of her. And she responded in kind.  
 
    There would be no mistaking just how completely she now belonged to him. 
 
    The door rattled behind them, only eclipsed by Ana’s moans of pleasure as he brought their ravenous need to release. Again. Her scream tore through the room while he latched his mouth onto the side of her neck, muffling his groan into her skin. 
 
    “Happy, Princess?” His lips moved against her. 
 
    She sighed contentedly. “Elated.” 
 
    “You know I could have you on every fucking inch of this room and it still would never be enough for me?” Her legs unlocked from his waist as he slipped back out of her. 
 
    “How do you know?” Slowly, he let her feet come back down to rest on the cool tile floor. 
 
    “I know. Trust me.” He grabbed another washcloth, running it under the sink. 
 
    “I mean…” She grabbed it from him and placed it gently between her legs, rubbing softly over the sensitive flesh. 
 
    She was enjoying what the image was doing to him. 
 
    “I just think that maybe we should make sure before you make a statement like that.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at her, a hungry smile spreading over his face. 
 
    Only his Princess. 
 
    Pierce placed a hand over hers that was holding the washcloth, stopping its tease over her core. 
 
    “I’d be more than happy to, but first, we’re going to eat something.” He gave her a quick kiss before pulling the door open, turning her around, and giving that delicious ass of hers a smack as she walked through it. 
 
    He walked into the closet, rummaging for one of his t-shirts. She was already half dressed by the time he found one. 
 
    “No. Take it off.” She looked up as she was about to pull her pants back on. “Put this on.” 
 
    “Tash is back. You want me to walk around wearing just your t-shirt?” In spite of her protest, she took the shirt from him when he stopped in front of her. 
 
    “Pretty sure Tash knows what’s going on. And if she didn’t know before a few minutes ago, she definitely does now. We weren’t quiet, Princess.” He kissed her forehead. “Plus, I’m going to go make us food. You are going to stay here until I get back.” 
 
    “Oh, am I?” She raised an eyebrow. “Then why do I have to put a shirt on?” 
 
    “Because,” he growled. “I’m trying to be a fucking gentleman and if I come back up here to you naked…” He tore himself away from her – just the thought was enough to make his skin tingle again. 
 
    For the first time in his life, he was annoyed with his body’s ability to recover so quickly from sex. It wasn’t usually this pronounced and the old Pierce would attribute it to the fact that he just hadn’t had sex in several weeks. The real Pierce admitted that it was because of her; he wanted to consume every part of her because she made him feel whole. 
 
    “Please.” He was begging. 
 
    Ana unfolded the shirt and tugged it over her head, but she left her pants off, crumpled on the floor. 
 
    It was a compromise that he could manage. 
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Her eyes fluttered open.  
 
    She was dreaming. 
 
    It was an odd thought to have when first opening her eyes, but it was how she felt. She woke up against Pierce’s chest, his arms around her holding her tight to him. She’d woken up into a dream – if such a thing was possible. 
 
    Ana glanced up at his sleeping face, so calm and peaceful – the complete opposite of what he’d been just a few short weeks ago even just being in the vicinity of a bed. She smiled, thinking just how much had changed – how different he was because of her. 
 
    And how different she was because of him. 
 
    She remembered how she’d been yesterday – with the shower and then the bathroom. Never in a million years had she imagined that she would feel so comfortable and confident in her body after what Shane had done to it. Until Pierce. He hadn’t just told her that she was beautiful, he’d shown it to her every time she literally brought him to his knees with desire for her.  
 
    And after yesterday, the poor man would probably need knee-pads.  
 
    He’d made them a gourmet delicacy for dinner last night – which meant mac and cheese. A smile came to her face again just thinking about it. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had it and he’d managed to do a pretty decent job. 
 
    While they ate, she’d asked more questions about his life after what happened with his mom. Hearing the stories of his foster homes broke her heart. Then, he began modeling, using the money to put himself through college, and afterwards, using the connections to get him into the film industry.  
 
    Then they’d talked about her – about school, a little bit more about Shane, about her job now. Obviously, a big part of that conversation also dealt with her brother. A twinge of guilt twisted inside of her stomach. 
 
    She knew that Pierce had a point about wanting to tell Morgan right away. The longer they went, the greater chance it was that he would somehow found out on his own. But, she knew her brother was far too protective to even think about being happy for her – at first. And she didn’t want to argue; she didn’t want to feel like she was disappointing him with her choice in men again. She just wanted to enjoy this dream – right here, right now. She wanted to enjoy this dream, because for the past three years, that’s all this ever could have been. 
 
    Being with a man, finding one that she wanted to be with, wanted to share her heart, her body, and her scars with – all of these things had been classified as out of reach for her until Pierce. And forget about finding pleasure in sex, forget about realizing that her body was, in fact, made to enjoy this and could enjoy this. That thought definitely had not even crossed her mind. Looking back now, she wondered how, after everything that he’d done, she could continue to believe such a huge lie about herself. 
 
    But then Pierce’s words from last night floated back to her: ‘It’s easier to be broken; it’s easier to hide.’ 
 
    She gave herself some credit; she’d put a lot of herself back together after Shane. But for some reason, that part of her was just easier to hide from. 
 
    It hadn’t taken long after they’d eaten before his t-shirt had come back off of her. However, it was in the name of art – at least for a little bit it had been. 
 
    He’d continued his painting of her while she asked him about the Guild, about what would happen if they didn’t recover the painting. 
 
    Morgan. 
 
    She realized that she hadn’t heard from him at all last night or this morning. She needed to call him; it was unlike him not to keep her informed. Maybe she should send Tony to the hospital. 
 
    No, not a good idea. 
 
    Tony knew about her and Pierce and, not that he would do it out of spite, but out of concern for her, she wouldn’t put it past him to mention something to Morgan. No, she needed to go down there and find out just what was going on with her brother and this mysterious woman. 
 
    She shifted slightly, sucking in a breath as her muscles protested. He’d bent her, moved her, and filled her in ways… Well, it was safe to say that he’d made good on his word to make sure that he’d had her on practically every surface of his room. 
 
    Pierce groaned and moved beside her. She felt the evidence of his arousal brush against her stomach. 
 
    And just like he’d promised, it was clear that he still hadn’t gotten enough. 
 
    Groaning again, he began to roll on top of her. 
 
    “What—” She broke off, beginning to laugh as his body completely covered hers; he was definitely not asleep anymore, even though he was pretending like he was. 
 
    Then his arms flew out, pulling the covers over his head, and she laughed even harder as his mouth began to plant kisses on her chest. He sucked her nipple hard into his mouth and her laugh turned into a gasp. It was hard and fast and then he was gone. The next thing she knew, his shoulders were between her thighs and his mouth covered her core. 
 
    Ana fisted the covers in her hands as his tongue flicked over her. He was gentle, but he was demanding. It only took a minute of his torture before she exploded underneath his mouth. With barely a moment to break her fall, he slid up her body and slid into her. 
 
    Tossing the covers off of them, he flipped her over on top of him; his eyes burned black with desire. His hands reached up to grab her breasts, thumbing over her nipples. Even as her body still quaked from her orgasm, she didn’t wait. Her hips began to rise and fall with a frenzy, drawing him in and out of her tight heat. 
 
    Looking down at him, she saw the exquisite and torturous pleasure written over his face, the sheen of sweat that covered his body. His hands claimed every inch of her that they touched, just like his arousal claimed every inch inside of her. His hands moved to her hips as he lost control, holding her steady as he slammed into her. His fingers found her core to send her over the edge just as his climax claimed him. 
 
    “You know I’m going to wake you up like this every day, right?” She shivered, lying against his chest as his voice caressed her ear. 
 
    “You know I would expect nothing less, right?” His hands traced lazy circles along her back. 
 
    “Perfect,” he groaned, claiming her mouth sweetly once more. She put her hand on his chest to stop him from moving.  
 
    “Nope. My turn to go out and hunt us down some food.” She smiled, peeling herself up off of him.  
 
    They were on borrowed time right now. Morgan could come back at any minute and although she assumed he would have called or texted her first to update her, she couldn’t count on that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She’d waited all day. Maybe not waited – Pierce had certainly kept her occupied. However, she still hadn’t heard from her brother and it was almost dinner time. 
 
    No calls, no texts, no nothing. And she’d called and messaged him several times. 
 
    She had to go to the hospital; that was the only option left. She was starting to worry. 
 
    She’d just gotten out of the shower. She needed to go downstairs and grab Pierce’s sheets from the laundry room and then she needed to tell him that their evening was going to be postponed until she figured out just what was happening with Morgan. 
 
    It had only been, what, two days since the event? It felt like both a moment and a lifetime: a moment with Pierce, encased in their own broken world as they loved the shattered pieces of one another back into place, a lifetime since Morgan had gone to the hospital and hadn’t spoken to her or told her just what the heck was going on. 
 
    It had been slightly selfish on her part – refraining from contacting her brother too much in case it would bring him home sooner and put an end to the happily-ever-after bubble that she’d been living in. 
 
    Pulling the towel off of her head, she made her way to the stairs, hushed voices at the bottom slowing her descent into the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m going crazy, Pierce. How much longer is it going to be like this?” Tash’s strangled voice asked quietly. 
 
    “Just a little longer.” Ana could hear the frustration in his voice. 
 
    “I don’t know that I—” 
 
    “Tonight.” Pierce cut her off.  
 
    What was tonight? How much longer to be like what? 
 
    Ana forced herself to swallow over the dryness of her throat. She saw that Tash was pretty shaken up after the whole event, but she hadn’t really had the chance to talk to her or see her for the past couple days because she’d been spending all of her time with Pierce. 
 
    The doubts and insecurities that she thought she’d vanquished crept eerily through her body, wondering again if there was something between the two of them. 
 
    Pierce had sworn that there wasn’t, but all she could see in her mind was Tash and how Tash was the type of woman that Pierce always wanted. 
 
    Shaking her head, she finished coming down the stairs, forcing a look of composure onto her face when she saw the two of them. 
 
    The way her body responded, one would think that she walked in on them naked and fucking. The reality was she walked down to find Pierce and Tash standing on the other side of the island, their heads close in quiet conversation, and Pierce’s one hand resting on Tash’s shoulder.  
 
    It was perfectly benign. 
 
    One-hundred percent benign, Ana, she told herself. 
 
    So then why did it feel like a little piece of her already fragile heart had started to crack? 
 
    What didn’t make it any better was the fact that as soon as she appeared, Tash pulled back, her eyes wide on Ana and her face turning red. 
 
    “I… Sorry…” Tash wiped the tears from her face and darted behind her, up the stairs where she’d just come from. 
 
    Ana could see his jaw twitching in irritation just before his mouth parted and he let out a sigh. 
 
    “Pierce, what’s going on? What’s wrong with Tash?” She needed to know. 
 
    His fingers speared through his hair. “I can’t…” He swore. And then his eyes narrowed on her. There was a frustration in them – the kind that said there were so many things he wanted to do, but couldn’t, the kind that said he had a solution to the situation, but someone was preventing him from solving it. She knew that look, because she’d been levelled with it dozens of times in the previous weeks. 
 
    And then he was in front of her, pulling her into his arms and capturing her lips, kissing her mercilessly.  
 
    “What was that for?” she asked breathlessly when he finally released her. 
 
    “Because I can’t help myself,” he whispered as he trailed kisses along her jawline. “Because I need you. Because I need you to keep me sane.” 
 
    “Mmm,” she murmured. Her heart and her mind were at war with one another while her body shamelessly surrendered, pressing herself against him. She could feel her desire soaking through her fresh underwear. 
 
    “If anything happened to you…” He broke off, taking her lips in a bruising kiss again, his tongue demanding every inch of her mouth and desire. In spite of every fear that resurfaced, they all dimmed under her immediate and all-consuming desire for this man. The truth that bubbled deep in her stomach was that Pierce could betray her in the worst way possible and she would still be right here, moaning against him, begging him for more.  
 
      
 
      
 
    He’d come downstairs for some water and a snack, walking in to Tash crying over the damn tea kettle. There hadn’t been any movement, any indication that Sanchez knew that she was here – but the waiting, relegated to being a sitting duck to see how bad the damage was, was killing her. She was a mess. Last night, he’d woken up in the middle of the night to make sure Ana was still next to him, and he thought he heard noises from the floor below. Seeing Tash in the kitchen, he realized that it must have been her in the middle of a nightmare.  
 
    Guilt washed over him. 
 
    He’d gone over to her and before he could even ask what was wrong, her lonely, petrified eyes met his and she’d told him that she couldn’t do this anymore. She was strong and she’d been through a lot, but this looked like it could break her. 
 
    He had to talk to Sloane and either get her out of here or come up with a better plan. ‘Tonight’ is what he’d promised her – a new plan or a way home; she just needed to give him until tonight. 
 
    And then Ana appeared. 
 
    He looked at her and all he could think about was what if it was her? What if they were after her? Even just the thought put his body on high alert. His heart pumped just a little faster, beating into him a fact that he could no longer deny. 
 
    He would do anything for her – to protect her, to have her, to love her. Any fucking thing. 
 
    He needed to tell her all of that because it was about to explode inside of him. Only, he was a damned fool when it came to words – none of them ever seemed good enough. His feelings pulsed through his body, solidifying into his primal, physical need to claim her – to give his body the reassurance that she was here, she was ok, and she was his. 
 
    So, he told her in the only way his mouth could at the moment – by claiming hers and losing himself in her sweet depth. 
 
    “I need you, Princess.” She moaned against him, her hips pressing against the ridge of his arousal. He bit down on her lower lip hard before sucking it into his mouth, his hand undoing her jeans and shoving inside the waistband of her pants and underwear. “So fucking wet for me.” 
 
    His fingers slipped into her drenched core, pushing one, then two, fingers into her, rubbing against that sweet spot deep inside. 
 
    Tearing his mouth from hers, he spun her against the counter. One hand yanked her jeans down over her delicious ass while the other tugged down his sweats, freeing his demanding erection. Her torso bent over the counter as he slid his fingers over her soaked folds, mesmerized as she arched her hips up, begging for more. With a hoarse groan, he smacked her ass and then he rammed his cock deep inside of her, cursing as her tight heat sucked in every hard inch of him, just as her mouth sucked in a gasp of air at his hand on her flesh followed by his invasion of her body. 
 
    He thrust into her, claiming every inch of her sweet sex.  
 
    He loved her. 
 
    And every push of his body into hers was how he showed her. He loved her. Again and again and again. He showed her that he couldn’t resist her, that he needed her like he needed breath. 
 
    She moaned. “I’m going to come.” His hand came around her, searching for her clit. His fingers found the swollen bud and pinched and she exploded around him, pulling his release out with hers. With a shout, he felt his desire pump into her and he pushed himself as far in as he could, wanting to coat every inch of her – inside and out – with himself. 
 
    One hand on the counter top and one on her back, his chest heaved in air, trying to recover from the release that was still depleting his body. 
 
    He’d always been careful when sleeping with women. But with Ana, he wouldn’t have anything between them; he needed to feel all of her. For the first time, he’d wanted to mark her with his desire as his own.  
 
    Not that he could even admit it to himself fully at the moment, but the thought of her swollen with his child had crossed his mind more than once over the past few days – and it only made him hunger for her more. He was broken; he was an ass; there was a good chance that he would make a terrible father. But he wanted it because he wanted her.  
 
    He slipped his cock out of her, quickly wiping down the length before tucking it back into his pants. He heard her small groan as she pushed herself up from the counter.  
 
    “Fuck,” he swore, reaching down to help right her clothes. “Sorry, Princess. Couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize.” She reached up on tip-toe to kiss him. “Did I complain?” 
 
    “No, but I fucking hurt you.” She stayed his hands as they began to do up her jeans. 
 
    “Did I say I didn’t like it?” She raised an eyebrow.  
 
    His Princess had a naughty side. 
 
    “I don’t deserve you.” His hands cupped the sides of her face and he kissed her again, loving the way her lips looked swollen from his attention. 
 
    He paused, seeing the look of concern and hurt on her face. And just as quickly as he had noticed it, it was gone. “I need to go to the hospital. Morgan still isn’t answering me and I just have a feeling that something isn’t right.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d call if there was a problem.” 
 
    Ana shook her head. “I don’t know about that. We weren’t on the best speaking terms and now, I just have this really unsettling feeling in the pit of my stomach.”  
 
    He nodded. He wanted more time with her – more time before he had to confront his friend and admit to the dick thing that he’d done – more time to come up with a remotely plausible reason for how he could be deserving of Ana. Right now, no matter what Ana thought, he didn’t have that and Morgan was going to be able to easily tear him to shreds for it. 
 
    Then again, the worried look on her face told him that he didn’t have a choice in the matter; she had to go – even if going meant disaster for the two of them.  
 
    He felt like the goddamn Beast to her Beauty – sending his Princess off to save, in this case, her brother, even though the very person she wanted to save was the one who would rightfully come to destroy him. 
 
    “Go.” He agreed reluctantly. “You’re right.” 
 
    She bit her lip. “I don’t know what all is going on with Tash and your friends, and I don’t want to push you; but at some point, Pierce, I need to know. I need to not be in the dark.” 
 
    He gritted his teeth and nodded. As soon as she left, he was calling Sloane to figure out Tash’s life and then he was going to tell her.  
 
    She reached up and kissed him gently on the lips. “I should be back shortly. I’m not sure if Morgan will be with me or not…” She trailed off, her silence speaking volumes. 
 
    “I’ll talk to you later,” he promised, hearing her silent concern.  
 
    He would do anything to be with her – including walking through hell, which in his case meant confronting her over-protective twin brother - and his friend. 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that, Mr. Lane,” she teased half-heartedly, turning towards the door. 
 
    “You know I live to please you, Your Majesty,” he growled back, following her as she grabbed her purse and walked out of the house. 
 
    He waited, watching as she got into a cab. While doing so, he noticed a large, black SUV with tinted windows parked about a block down. His body went ice cold. As the cab pulled away, the SUV came alive, pulling a U-turn to follow Ana. 
 
    Fucking hell. They thought Ana was Tash.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    “I need to talk to Sebastian,” Sloane’s voice remained aggravatingly calm amidst the chaos of what Pierce was dealing with right now. “Hold on, let me just conference him in.” 
 
    Jesus fucking Christ. Why couldn’t people just do what he told them to? 
 
    “Hello?” The fourth party entered the call. 
 
    “GQ, we have a problem. Sanchez has men in London and they know that Tash is here.”  
 
    Pierce found himself shocked by the amount and nature of expletives that came out of the other man’s mouth. 
 
    “How the hell did this happen?” Sebastian bit out. “You couldn’t make either of the men give him up? I mean, Christ, do I have to come over there?” 
 
    “And what, GQ? Hope your model face changes their fucking mind?” he bit out. 
 
    Sloane interjected, “Does it matter right now? It is what it is. Tash isn’t safe there anymore; what do we do?” 
 
    “You get her on a fucking flight home tomorrow, that’s what,” Pierce said again. “Because not only do they know she’s here – they think she is Ana. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Jesus. He’s right.” The agent’s smooth voice clipped over the line. “We need to bring her back and I need to bring her in and get a detail on her.” 
 
    “Good,” he replied. “Now that we’ve all agreed to my idea. I’m going to go and deal with this fucking mess on my end.” 
 
    “Pierce!” Sebastian’s voice stopped him. “Don’t tell her you talked to me. I’ll book the flight and have Sloane call you with the information.” He was the first to hang up. 
 
    “You know she’s going to want to know if he was involved, right?” Pierce asked as he downed a shot of vodka, trying to keep his anger under control. 
 
    “I know. Just try to keep his name out of it as much as you can, please, Pierce.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, but I’m not going to lie to her, not now,” he replied firmly. “Sloane, I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Pierce ended the call, glancing at the time on the microwave – almost nine. She’d left over an hour ago. His stomach burned - not because of the alcohol – but because of the fear that coursed through him wondering what was taking Ana so long, wondering why she hadn’t at least returned his text, wondering if something had happened to her. 
 
    She’d messaged him when she’d arrived at the hospital and was trying to find Morgan. He’d texted her to call him so he could tell her about the SUV, but she hadn’t called. After getting the text about her arrival, he’d tried to call her but it had gone straight to voicemail and he’d cursed hospitals for their notoriously poor cell service. He messaged her again, this time telling her about the car and that she needed to call him, but he’d heard nothing back. 
 
    He tried to call her on his way up the stairs to talk to Tash. The bone-chilling fear, knowing that those fuckers were following her, made him crazy. Every instinct was telling him to go to the hospital to check on her, but that would mean either taking Tash with him or leaving her here alone – both of which were horribly selfish options for him. He kept repeating over and over to himself that he knew that she made it there ok and that - thank fuck - she was on her way to Morgan – the only other man in the world who was willing to die protecting her like he was. 
 
    Pinching the bridge of his nose viciously, he knocked on Tash’s door. At least this problem, he’d gotten somewhere with; at least he had some sort of answer for Tash, even though it meant uprooting her life again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She knew that something wasn’t right. 
 
    Ana tapped her foot, looking down the hospital hallway that was currently blocked off, an angry looking nurse staring her down for trying to get past her security twice already. 
 
    Morgan had said the thief was coming out of recovery this afternoon. She’d gone into surgery the night she’d been admitted so that they could cauterize and stitch up the places that had been torn by the knife in order to stop the bleeding. Early this morning, she’d been in the ICU as they monitored her and then this afternoon she’d gone in for more scans to make sure that all the bleeding had stopped and that there hadn’t been any damage to any major organs.               Ana assumed that she remained unconscious this whole time since Morgan hadn’t said that she’d given him any information; then again, he hadn’t been very specific as to whether or not she’d woken up at all since they’d admitted her. 
 
    And, if she was honest, she’d been a little distracted all day to think to ask. 
 
    But, Morgan had said those tests would only take a few hours, which meant that he should have checked back in by now. 
 
    He hadn’t 
 
    And he hadn’t returned any of her texts or her seven phone calls. 
 
    Now, that she was at the hospital, she knew why. 
 
    Well, not exactly. 
 
    When she got there, it had taken her almost twenty minutes to find out where the woman’s room was since she didn’t know her name and they’d probably admitted her as a Jane Doe until she came to. Thankfully, it was pretty late, so there weren’t a lot of visitors around to hold her up. By the time she’d finally sorted through all of that red tape and made it over to the ICU, there was a whole hallway blocked off, the doors guarded by a nurse. 
 
    She immediately approached the woman. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There was an incident with a patient, ma’am,” the nurse coolly responded, shuffling through a stack of charts that she was holding in her arms. 
 
    “My brother is back there with a woman who came in as a Jane Doe last night. Stab wound. I need to get back there,” Ana responded firmly, giving the other woman her best ‘I’m-an-agent-do-as-I-say’ look. 
 
    “Sorry, missy. Can’t let anyone back yet. If you could take a seat.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, can you please see if my brother is back there? I really need to speak with him.” She crossed her arms over her chest, straining her neck, looking around as though Morgan would magically appear because his twin needed him to. 
 
    “Miss, I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to wait. I can tell you that no one was injured, but I can’t let you back there.” 
 
    She fumed, but, for the moment, did as she was told and sat in one of the chairs in the small waiting area. 
 
    While Ana strongly believed that there was no such thing as a ‘twin thing,’ she knew that this was the reason something hadn’t felt right. When the nurse disappeared through the doors, Ana could see the slew of security guards beyond the door and she thought she glimpsed Morgan as well.  
 
    Before she met Pierce, she never would have considered what she was about to do. She was about to go against explicit instructions – probably breaking some sort of law – to get back there and find out what happened. However, she was doing it because someone she deeply cared about was in trouble and making sure he was ok was more important than the consequences to herself. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if Pierce’s influence in this respect had been a good or a bad thing; her heart told her that doing something for someone that you love – no matter the cost – was a good thing. 
 
    Waiting a moment and glancing around her, she made her way towards the doors, determined to get through whether she was allowed or not. She pushed the door open and slipped through. Two of the security guards looked at her inquisitively, so she went with confidence over cowardice. 
 
    “Excuse me, I’m looking for a man – Morgan Wells. I’m with Interpol and I have some questions for him,” she stated bluntly, raising an eyebrow when she didn’t get an immediate answer. She prayed they didn’t ask to see her badge. 
 
    “He just went down the hall, ma’am. Back to room 3102,” the younger guard responded, pointing to his left. 
 
    Ana just nodded her thanks and tried not to walk suspiciously fast as she made her way towards the room. 
 
    In her haste, she almost walked by the damn thing, stopping herself short and turning to face the door. The shades were open so she could see right into the room; she could see her brother and a policeman. 
 
    And the empty bed. 
 
    “Morgan!” she exclaimed, opening the door and walking inside. 
 
    His eyes widened in momentary surprise. “Ana?” 
 
    “Hi, I’m Agent Wells,” she introduced herself with a tight smile to the policeman. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “She’s gone,” Morgan informed her. Turning to the bobby, he said, “Officer Holmes, this is my sister. I can fill her in on my wife’s disappearance if you want to go check on those tapes.” 
 
    Wife? Disappearance? 
 
    She tried not to pass out in surprise. 
 
    “Ma’am.” Officer Holmes addressed her before exiting the room. 
 
    “Morgan, what is going on?” she turned and asked as soon as the door shut behind the policeman. 
 
    “She’s gone. She went in for testing this afternoon like I told you and I was here when they brought her back. Rayne said everything was fine, but she just needed to rest. Once she fell asleep, I thought I could just run and grab a sandwich because I hadn’t eaten all day and when I came back, she was gone.” 
 
    Ana put her hands up. “Woah, slow down,” she insisted. “Who’s Rayne? The thief?” He nodded. “She told you her name?” He nodded again. “And you didn’t think to mention that to me?” 
 
    “I… Well… At that point, she hadn’t told me anything important about the painting, so I figured why bother. Plus, I got a voicemail from Tash earlier, about what happened, and I figured you would be busy helping her decide what to do.” he explained awkwardly, knowing that his reasoning sounded plausible, but weak. “Is she ok?” 
 
    What was it with the men in her life trying to keep information from her that they didn’t think was relevant? 
 
    “Not really, but Pierce was going to call Sloane just before I left and figure out what to do,” she replied quickly, determined to let the conversation be diverted by his question; she needed more answers from him – not the other way around. “Why did you say ‘your wife’ disappeared?” 
 
    He huffed and ran his hand through his similar golden hair. Ana crossed her arms over her chest making it clear that she was, in fact, expecting an answer. 
 
    “When I brought her here last night, I didn’t know her name, and I figured that if I didn’t tell them that I was some relation to her, they wouldn’t let me stay with her and I didn’t want to let her out of my sight until she came around.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed skeptically on him; there was more that her brother wasn’t saying, but then again, he’d said that he’d learned nothing crucial about the painting which meant that whatever he was hiding was only important to himself. 
 
    And while that made her equally curious, her own predicament cautioned her to let her brother keep his secrets for the time being. 
 
    “So she got up and left while you went for food? After being stabbed?” 
 
    He swore, rubbing his temples. “She’s scared, Ana. If you think Tash is scared of Sanchez…” He trailed off, apparently unable to even complete the thought. “Honestly, I’m afraid that she didn’t just get up and leave; I’m afraid that they found her and took her as soon as I was gone.” 
 
    Oh no. “They have no idea whether she was taken by force?” 
 
    “Not yet. They’re pulling hospital surveillance now. That’s what Officer Holmes was going to check on.” 
 
    “I see.” she retorted. “And if it wasn’t by force? If she just decided to up and leave after you saved her life?” 
 
    “Ana,” he growled. 
 
    She sighed. He was right, she shouldn’t be mad. She was just frustrated that they were so close. 
 
    “Alright, so what do we do now? I’m assuming the police are looking for her, as well,” she surmised. 
 
    “We wait for the tapes. And then we see if they can find the men who took her.” 
 
    “You’re assuming that she was taken,” she said softly, noticing how her brother refused to believe that she could have just left him. 
 
    “She’s running from Sanchez, not from me – at least, I hope not from me. I think she was afraid he’d find her here, that he had people here on his payroll. And now I’m afraid that he did, too,” he began and Ana listened intently. “I need to know if they took her, because if they did, we need to get the painting and use it as leverage to get her back.” 
 
    And if the ‘wife’ comment hadn’t shocked her speechless, this one sure did. She stared agape at her brother, waiting for him to continue because she couldn’t find the words to respond. 
 
    “She told me where it is,” he sighed. “That’s why I think she was taken. Because if she was running from me, why would she have told me?” 
 
    “I see,” she replied softly. “Morgan, we’re after a stolen painting, not to save a woman that we don’t know who got herself into this mess; we should let the police find her – we should let them do their job.” 
 
    “Ana.” His tone hardened. “They will never find her in time and you know it. I’m not going to just sit here and pretend that I can be content and able to live with myself just because we got some stupid fucking painting back.” 
 
    He had a point. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’m just overwhelmed. There’s… a lot… going on. At this point, I don’t know what other options we have than to wait and see what the tapes show and go from there.” 
 
    “Mr. Wells.” A small knock on the door barely announced his entrance before the younger guard opened the door and addressed them. “We have the footage up down the hall in the security room if you want to come with us.” 
 
    Her brother’s gaze met hers for a moment before he walked out of the room and she followed right behind him. 
 
    Just a few doors down, they walked into the small security room that was lined with computer screens. The one in the center was paused on an image of the room that they’d just been in. Her eyes narrowed to see what else the image revealed: her brother, sitting right next to the bed, clasping the woman – Rayne’s – hand close to him. 
 
    She looked over to him and even though he knew she was looking at him, his gaze stayed focused on the screen. 
 
    “Play it,” he said. 
 
    She watched as the Morgan on the screen began to move, standing and leaning over the bed, whispering something in Rayne’s ear… Or was she whispering something in his? Ana couldn’t tell.  
 
    Then Morgan left and the woman looked like she was about to fall asleep. A few minutes later, two men entered the room dressed as hospital techs. They appeared to check the monitors for a second before grabbing Rayne’s arms and hauling her up in bed. Even though it wasn’t HD quality, Ana could see that the abrupt movement had been very painful – and Morgan saw it, too; his body tensed next to hers. Even though there was fear written all over her face, whatever they were saying to her incentivized her enough not to scream. Instead, she gingerly stood from the bed and appeared to do whatever they instructed, culminating with her sitting in the wheelchair as they escorted her from the room like any other hospital techs taking a patient for testing or a procedure. 
 
    “Where do they go?” 
 
    “We can follow them to the parking garage exit on that side of the building, Mr. Wells, but from there, they disappear,” the guard informed him. “The hospital cameras are on a different network than the garage so, it would be easy for them to disable those cameras, whereas the ones in the hospital would throw off alarms if they were tampered with.” 
 
    “Can you see their faces?” Ana asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately not, ma’am. They put hospital masks on over their faces and hers as soon as they leave her room.” 
 
    “Shit,” Morgan swore underneath his breath. 
 
    “We’re going to continue to comb over the footage to see if we can find anything. In the meantime, sir, if you get any ransom calls or can think of any reason why they would want to take your wife, please call me,” Officer Holmes said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Morgan said curtly before he stormed out of the room. 
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” the officer said to her, the sympathy for her brother and his ‘wife’ written all over his face. 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied and then followed after Morgan. 
 
    Part of her attributed his reaction to this woman, Rayne, to her twin’s hero-complex. The other part of her whispered that it seemed to go far beyond that. She wanted to know if there was something else going on between the two of them; the thought was remarkably familiar to her. 
 
    Hello, Pot? This is Kettle. You’re black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    It was a little after nine o’clock when he knocked on Tash’s door, running his hand through his hair. He’d just gotten the text from Sloane: Tash’s flight was booked and all that was left was to actually tell her that she was being whisked away yet again. 
 
    This was turning into a fucking disaster. 
 
    The door cracked open, revealing Tash in a sweatshirt and pajama shorts. She looked like she hadn’t slept in a week, even though the sleeplessness could have only come from last night.  
 
    “Hey,” she said. She looked in bad shape – eyes slightly swollen and red, her skin pale, and her voice worn and weak. Even though she just finally physically healed from what had happened, the emotional and mental injuries were still fresh and had now been ripped back open. 
 
    What were the fucking chances that all of this was tied together? 
 
    After everything that she’d been through – and at whose hands – Pierce felt for her; she was his friend. The thought took him aback. It was rare that he would admit that about anyone – even to himself. This is what Ana was doing to him; she had shown him that it was ok to let people in and in turn let himself care about them. 
 
    “I talked to Sloane,” he began tightly, irritated that he asked to be the one to tell her; Cyn had offered, but it hadn’t seemed right to have the news come over a phone call, no matter how good of friends that they were. “They want you back in the States. He’s booked your flight for tomorrow night; they think that they’ll be better able to protect you back in the U.S.” 
 
    She stared blankly at him as though she was having trouble processing the news. Her eyes fell and then she gave a small nod. 
 
    “Tash, it’s going to be ok. Sloane said that they’ve been making headway with Sanchez; that they’ve got a plan and they are going to protect you.” 
 
    “Who?” she whispered. “I’m not safe, Pierce. Anywhere.” 
 
    His jaw clenched as he heard the desolation and resignation in her voice; she was scared – and rightfully so. She’d fled thousands of miles away and, after a little over a month to recover, had still somehow ended up in just as much danger as when she had left. 
 
    “Sloane and Cyn will make sure nothing happens to you. Plus, Gino thinks they are close to getting a confession from one of the men.” A white lie to lighten her blues. 
 
    “Sebastian?” she asked hoarsely. There was a brief flicker in her eyes before they faded into a fog again. 
 
    He nodded. Even though he’d promised the man to keep his name out of it, he was the one here, in front of her, and able to see the despair that wracked her entire body. 
 
    “Are you ok?” he asked. Before Ana, he would have let this question be handled by someone better able to show compassion, but now he couldn’t seem to stop himself. “You look like you haven’t gotten much sleep.” 
 
    Tash shook her head. “Tony was so nice,” she began with a slight smile, “but, the nightmares are back. After seeing those men, all I dream about is their faces… and Julian… being tied up and hit and kicked.” She choked on the last words, her hand coming up to cover her mouth and then using the sleeve of her sweatshirt she wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Even coming back over here,” she whispered in a daze. “It seemed like every car was black with tinted windows, that every car was following us, that every car on the street had someone in it, watching and waiting for me… Yesterday, all I did was sit by the window, watching… waiting for them to come for me.” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tash. I wish there was something I could do. I wish I would have known…” His jaw tightened again. 
 
    Fucking Loury. 
 
    He should have pushed that fucker into telling him just who he was trying to appease. Had he known it was the Sanchez Cartel, he never would have let Tash participate – none of them would have. 
 
    “I’m scared, Pierce. I’m so scared.” Her lower lip quivered with the admission. 
 
    “Shit,” he swore. His brain tried frantically to think of something to put her at ease. At least once she was back in the States, she would have Cyn and Terri to keep her company and keep the nightmares away. 
 
    But here, it looked like she was stuck with him. 
 
    And he felt like it was his fucking fault for her current state. If only he have known… 
 
    Pierce felt the wave of self-loathing come over him. He hadn’t done enough, just like for his mother; if he had done more, maybe she would have loved him enough to stay; if he had done more, maybe Tash wouldn’t be in the situation that she was in. 
 
    It was all his fucking fault. 
 
    Suffocating under the weight of guilt and genuine concern, he suggested gruffly, “Tash, why don’t you sleep in my room tonight?” It was all that he could think to offer. He certainly wasn’t getting any sleep – at least not until Ana was home and safe in his arms. 
 
    Her eyes flew to his, narrowed in confusion and concern. 
 
    “I don’t mean—” He sighed. “What I meant is that I don’t sleep in my bed. I usually sleep on the couch in my sitting room. So, why don’t you sleep in my bed tonight? There is a door separating the rooms, but at least you won’t be alone… in case you need anything.” 
 
    Tash took a moment to think over his offer. “What about Ana?” He shouldn’t have been surprised that she knew, but for some reason he was. 
 
    “She’ll be fine,” he replied gruffly, hoping that would be the case. “She’ll understand.” After last night, he was sure Ana would need to actually get some rest tonight. Not to mention, his woman had a heart of gold and he knew she would want to do whatever was best for Tash to ease her suffering. 
 
    Tash still looked hesitant, but the need to feel safe overcame her concerns and she nodded. 
 
    “Thank you.” Her eyes glanced backward. “Just let me grab my pillow. I’ll… I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He watched her disappear back into her room, her door shutting lightly, leaving him for a moment with his thoughts – thoughts that immediately went to Ana. 
 
    Maybe he should have talked to her first, asked her first, part of him argued. 
 
    Maybe he should have suggested that Morgan stay with her. Except Morgan slept in a bed. And except that Morgan wasn’t here. Maybe she would have rather stayed with Ana. Except that Ana had already lived through something similar; was it fair to make her relive it through someone else? Especially when Tash was his responsibility.  
 
    He’d told Sloane he would look after her. It was his suggestion that she be included in their operation that had put her in this position; it was his selfishness that had exposed her. He needed to make sure that she was safe until she got on that plane tomorrow and got back home. 
 
    The door reopened and he put to rest his concerns; he’d made his decision. 
 
    Pierce followed her up the stairs, holding the door open to his room. 
 
    Good thing Ana had gone crazy cleaning his room this morning. 
 
    “Why are you changing the sheets? You know that we’re just going to mess them again tonight?” he’d teased her this morning. 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with having fresh sheets on your bed, Mr. Lane,” she’d retorted with an adorable smirk. At which point, he’d snaked his arm around her waist, pulling her back against him to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck about the sheets on the bed, Princess, as long as they have you in between them.” She’d sighed back against him and he’d stolen a long kiss from her before she demanded that he let her get back to work. 
 
    Tash set her phone and water bottle on his nightstand. 
 
    “Are you sure, Pierce?” she asked again quietly. 
 
    “Yeah, Tash. It’s my fault you’re in this situation.” 
 
    She turned and looked at him. “That’s not true and you know it.” 
 
    Normally, those words would have been accompanied by the typical Tash attitude, but tonight, even though she meant them, they were weak. And that knowledge only strengthened his guilt. 
 
    “No, it is. If I had forced Loury to tell me who else was after the girl and the painting, you would have never been at the Shard; they would have never found you.” 
 
    “Please don’t think like that,” she said, her voice shaking and he realized that she was about to cry. 
 
    “Ah, fuck.” He stalked over to her and put his arms around her shoulders. “I’m sorry, Tash. I didn’t mean it… I just…” He swore. “I just feel like a fucking failure, but I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you further.” 
 
    He felt her shoulders shake under him. Even though they’d slept together some months ago, Pierce almost wouldn’t have believed it considering that he felt absolutely nothing but platonic concern for her right now; he held her to comfort her. 
 
    Because that’s what friends did. 
 
    A few minutes later, her tears subsided and she pulled back. “Sorry, I’m just a mess right now.” 
 
    “Don’t apologize, Tash. You have nothing to apologize for,” he said softly, patting her back. “You’ve been so strong through all of this.” 
 
    She shrugged and shook her head, sitting down on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Seriously, you fucking uprooted your entire life to come here. And then on top of that, you’re barely out of a cast and you’re volunteering to help catch an art thief. I can’t think of many women who would do those things. You’re like an Amazon woman or something,” he continued gruffly.  
 
    He knew his words sounded stupid, but he couldn’t think of what to say to comfort her, so he spoke the only things that came to his mind and hoped that would be enough. 
 
    Tash laughed and he felt a small relief. “An Amazon? Seriously, Pierce?” She chuckled again and he just stared at her like, ‘What’s so funny?’ “I’m just barely five feet. The Amazons were like over six feet, genius. I’m the farthest thing from that.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Whatever.” Normally, he would have retorted something back, but he was just glad that he’d gotten a smile on her face. “Alright, why don’t you try to get some sleep? I’m going to grab some things from the other room and then I’m going to sit in that chair over there by the door—” he pointed to the armchair that sat on the farther side of the mirrored wall, “—for a little while if you need anything.” 
 
    Tash gave him a grateful smile before she swung her legs onto the bed and underneath the covers. 
 
    “Pierce.” Her soft voice stopped him. “Can you leave the lights on for just a little bit?” 
 
    He nodded and then turned and walked into his studio, giving her a few minutes to get settled and relax alone while he picked up the small watercolor canvas that he’d begun of Ana last night. He’d work on it for a little while until Tash was sound asleep and until Ana came home. 
 
    She should have been back a while ago, but something must have kept her at the hospital with Morgan. It was fine, he told himself but couldn’t stop from texting her to come up when she got home; they needed to talk.  
 
    Comforting Tash and trying to give her a small glimmer of peace had created a sense of calm within himself. He’d been afraid to care for so long, he never would have believed that being compassionate would feel so healing. For the first time, he’d allowed himself to feel, to care, because Ana had shown him that he deserved it. 
 
    He tossed his shirt onto the couch, grabbing the canvas and his supplies and walked quietly back into the bedroom. Glancing over to the bed, he saw that Tash was peacefully tucked underneath the covers, her sweatshirt lying on the still-made side of the bed. 
 
    Taking a seat in the armchair, he propped the canvas back up and began to work on the image of his beautiful muse. Just like her portrait, he had a feeling that this would be another piece that he would never be satisfied with; he would never be able to capture just how beautifully strong and seductive Ana was. 
 
    He’d been working maybe a half an hour… maybe longer… when he heard rustling coming from the bed. 
 
    She’s fine. 
 
    He continued to work as the rustling abruptly became much worse, now accompanied by moans and whimpers. 
 
    Shit. She was having a nightmare. What should he do? 
 
    He quickly washed his paintbrush in the water as the rustling turned to thrashing. The side of the bed that had been made was now in complete disarray as Tash fought wildly against attackers that only existed in her dreams. 
 
    “Please… No… Please…” Her moans now became distinguishable words – pleas to be left alone. 
 
    Pierce tossed his palette onto the floor and stood quickly. He had to wake her. 
 
    “Tash,” he said her name firmly as he walked quickly towards the bed, stopping in his tracks and abruptly turning when he realized that she’d been naked underneath her sweatshirt.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He looked around the room for a blanket or something that he could throw over her – something to shield her. 
 
    There was a crash behind him and he whirled around. 
 
    Fuck the blanket, he needed to wake her out of her night terror. 
 
    In the space of those few seconds, Tash had pushed herself up against the headboard of the bed. The crash had been the lamp on the nightstand – her arms flailing – pushing – at invisible attackers had knocked it off. 
 
    Without further thought, he climbed onto the bed, trying to avoid her limbs that were thrown out in every direction. He groaned as her foot kicked out into his thigh, pain shooting up his leg. 
 
    “No! Don’t! Stop!” Now, she was screaming and sobbing. 
 
    Pierce wrapped his arms around her, locking them like a vise. 
 
    “Tash, wake up. It’s just a nightmare,” he said as she thrashed against him as though he were the one trying to harm her. Her whole body felt like it was seizing against his. 
 
    No wonder she hadn’t slept last night. 
 
    “No… no…” she cried against him. 
 
    “Tash! It’s Pierce.” She continued to shake. “Tash, wake up!” he yelled with a little more volume.  
 
    Finally, that seemed to jar her; her body stopped fighting him. Her limbs sagged against him and he knew that she was finally out of the darkness. 
 
    “Pierce?” she whispered his name. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m here. You were having a nightmare,” he said tightly, finally able to breathe – and think – again now that he didn’t have to worry about her hurting herself or him. 
 
    Her arms wrapped around him and he felt her face bury into his chest as she began to sob silently. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    He stared at the wall, trying his best to comfort her without succumbing to the awkwardness of their situation – both half naked in his bed, arms and legs tangled from the invisible battle that he’d tried to save her from. 
 
    How was he going to handle this? He tried to think. If Ana were here, she’d have a plan. Damn woman always had a plan; she always knew the right thing to do. 
 
    A moment later, Pierce, once more, learned the hard way that you should be careful what you wish for. 
 
    The door to his room flew open and Morgan surged inside, followed closely by Ana. 
 
    God, no. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    There were a million things that could have been done or said in that moment; most of them would have been for his benefit. Pierce knew how the scene looked, he could see it written identically on the faces of the twins. His tongue burned to quickly exonerate himself of their misperception. But, instead of thinking about himself, he thought about the tortured and traumatized woman in his arms – a woman embarrassed by her fears and her imagined weakness; she didn’t deserve to be seen like this. 
 
    He turned slightly, shielding more of Tash from their view. He saw Ana’s momentary shock turn into a look of heartbreaking betrayal before she turned and fled from the room, disappearing from his sight. 
 
    And probably his life. 
 
    Pain and anger flooded his body. 
 
    Morgan glanced over his shoulder and then back. “Pierce—” 
 
    “Get out!” he roared at Morgan; Tash was still shaking in his arms. His tone indicated that there would be no disagreement. He saw Morgan’s mouth thin as he turned to go, pausing for a second before he slammed the door behind him. 
 
    Pierce cursed himself when he realized what had given Morgan pause: the painting of Ana that lay on the floor right next to the door, having fallen from the easel earlier as he’d rushed to help Tash. 
 
    His head tipped up to the ceiling, his eyes closing shut as he held back a laugh at how royally fucked he was. 
 
    It was nothing more than he deserved. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he focused his mind onto the most immediate situation: making sure that Tash was ok. 
 
    He could feel that she was still crying against him, but the shaking had begun to slow. 
 
    “Pierce…” Her small voice whimpered. “What happened?” 
 
    “You had a nightmare.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she choked out. 
 
    “Don’t apologize, Tash.” 
 
    “Who was…” 
 
    “Just Morgan. Don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it later.” There was no sense in telling her the truth; it would just make her anguish even worse. He just needed to talk to Ana; she would understand. 
 
    He hoped. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I thought with you being here… After everything happened, when Sebastian was with me, I could sleep…” she rambled sorrowfully. “I think I’m ok now.” She sucked in a shaky breath. “Once I have one… I’m usually ok afterward.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Her arms relaxed around him. “You can let go now.” 
 
    He let out a sigh. She hadn’t realized the full extent of their predicament. “Yeah… Ahh, well. I can. I just want you to be aware that you are naked. Not that I haven’t seen it before… but well… I know it’s not the same situation anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, my God, Pierce,” she groaned. “I’m so sorry.” Her head turned side to side. “Here, you stay still and close your eyes. I think I can disengage myself and get underneath the covers.” 
 
    “Ok,” he said, doing as she suggested. 
 
    He felt a mess of body parts move against him, the bed shifting underneath the movement. A few moments later, covers rustled and Tash said, “Ok, you’re all clear.” 
 
    He opened his eyes and stood from the bed, moving over to the armchair and the mess he’d made just a few minutes ago before turning back to her. 
 
    “You ok?” he asked again grimly. 
 
    She nodded, scooting back over to the side of the bed to grab her sweatshirt from the floor, pulling it underneath the covers to put back on. 
 
    Her gaze paused on the lamp. “Did I do that?” she asked. 
 
    Pierce nodded. “Don’t worry, I don’t think it broke.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. “I can’t tell you how many bruises and scrapes I would have probably ended up with in the morning if you hadn’t woken me up.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m going to go talk to Morgan. Will you be ok?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she said softly, lying back down in the bed.  
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair, picking up the mess he’d made earlier. He opened the door, leaving it cracked wide just in case Tash was wrong and she fell asleep into another nightmare. Glancing down the hall, he saw that Morgan’s door was open, which meant he wasn’t in his room. 
 
    Probably because he’d gone to get answers from Ana. 
 
    One fucking disaster at a time. 
 
    He moved down the stairwell, glancing on the second floor to see that Ana’s door was still shut, but he didn’t hear any voices. 
 
    He continued further down into the kitchen, coming to a halt when he saw his friend bracing his hands on the island countertop, a glass sitting between them, half-filled with liquid. 
 
    Pierce had a feeling that at least as much liquid had already been drained from the glass. 
 
    His dark eyes met pure rage as the other man looked up at him. 
 
    “You fucking asshole.” 
 
    “Morgan,” he began calmly, taking a step towards his friend, but Morgan wasn’t having any of it. 
 
    “Take one more fucking step and I will make every attempt to kill you. And no, I don’t think that on any normal fucking day I would have a chance at succeeding at that, but today is not any normal fucking day. Today is the day that you have betrayed my friendship. Today is the day that you have sunk to the lowest possible level of honor and respect. You fucked my sister, Pierce, and if you have any remaining ounce of self-worth or respect for me or for her, that means that today is the day you would let me succeed at killing you because you goddamn deserve it.” 
 
    Pierce ground his teeth together, his gaze dropping to the floor as his friend continued to attack him with rancorous words. 
 
    The problem was he was right. 
 
    “Nothing to say for yourself?” he questioned caustically. “No snarky, asshole comment? No attempt to try to justify or talk your way out of it?” Pierce didn’t have time to respond even if he had wanted to. 
 
    Morgan had every right to be infuriated and he had every right to say the things that he was about to say; after what Pierce had done, it was the least he could do to sit there and listen as his friend verbally cut him to nothing. 
 
    “I fucking knew something was going on from the very first second that you met her. And I fucking warned her. I warned her not to mess with you, that you would only end up hurting her because that’s all you know how to do.” He laughed bitterly. “I warned her and I warned you. I told you to leave her alone. Hell, I even told you that she’d been traumatized – something that I had no goddamn business sharing – but I did in the hopes that it would stir whatever ounce of emotion that you possess. However, I see that it had no effect.” 
 
    Pierce bit into his cheek to keep from responding – to keep from defending the strong woman who could make her own choices – the strong woman who’d chosen him in spite of every opportunity not to – the strong woman who’d opened herself to be vulnerable to him when he’d given her no good cause – and the strong woman who saw the best in him when he refused to believe it himself. 
 
    Pierce didn’t give a shit what Morgan thought of him and his actions; the only thought in his mind was what his angry words implied about his sister. 
 
    “Honestly, did you even think twice about what I told you? I thought it would be enough. Maybe if I told you that the fucker never wanted her, that he cheated on her without a second thought, and that he almost killed her when she finally decided to stand up for herself – maybe that would have given you pause. But, I guess it’s a little too late for that now that you’ve gone and treated her just like every other goddamn woman that enters your life.” Morgan paused to down the rest of the vodka before opening the bottle to refill his glass. 
 
    He couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    “I did think twice, Morgan.” 
 
    An irate hazel stare jerked to him, daring him to continue. 
 
    “Do you think I wanted to do this to you?” he bit out. “No, you clearly fucking do. However, that is the farthest thing from the truth. Yes, I was attracted to her and not like I normally am and yes, I treated her differently because I wanted her to hate me; I wanted her to stay the hell away from me. And if you won’t believe that I did it because you’re my friend, then believe I did it for the purely selfish reason that I don’t like to get involved with any woman who might want more.” 
 
    “Or maybe you just saw this as another game,” Morgan interrupted bitterly. “Maybe you saw her as the one woman you really shouldn’t have and just like everything else in your life that you’re not supposed to say or not supposed to do, you decided that you would take her because it’s fun to take what isn’t – what shouldn’t be - yours.” He took another sip. “For me to believe what you’re saying would mean that I would have to believe that you not only feel something, but feel something different – something more – for my sister. It would mean that you want something more with her than just one of your nightly fucks. It would mean that she would have to mean more to you than the only person I’ve ever seen you care about – your own fucking self. And after how long I’ve known you – after everything that I’ve seen you do, hell, everything that I’ve even done with you – it would be a goddamn miracle for that to actually be the case.” 
 
    Pierce swallowed the blood in his mouth, realizing that right now, there was no reasoning with Morgan. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop him from continuing his resentful rant. 
 
    “I’m not saying that I don’t believe in miracles, but your actions don’t match your words. If she meant more to you – and if I meant anything to you – you would have come to me first. And second, if she meant more to you, we wouldn’t have walked in on you with Tash tonight. So, no, I don’t believe that she means more to you because if she did, you wouldn’t have broken her like you broke your fucking promise.”  
 
    Pierce felt his fists clenching as he watched Morgan drain the second glass of vodka. Still, he stood silent, sacrificing himself under the punishment he felt he deserved. 
 
    “Which brings me to my last request – not that I have any hopes that you’ll listen to it. If you have led my sister to believe that you care about her, then walking in on you with Tash will have hurt her more than you will ever know. So, I will tell you this and you do whatever you want – I know you will anyway. If you care about her like you say, then you will leave her the fuck alone. You will get out of her life and allow her to get over you as quickly as possible for her own sake. You know as well as I do that in the long run, you’d only end up ruining her anyway; she’s already had to survive that once. Do you really want to put her through it again?”  
 
    Their gazes locked and Pierce fought for the strength to fight back, to insist on everything that he felt, on everything that he’d done, and on everything that he wanted. 
 
    Except he didn’t deserve her and he’d known that from the start. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” The brokenness of his voice barely reflected that of his heart. “You can fly back with Tash tomorrow. I’ll find the painting on my own.” 
 
    “Santander in Soho. Box 525,” Morgan responded, reaching in his pocket and pulling out a key that he slid down the counter. 
 
    “How did you get these? Where’s the thief?” He stared at the tiny key in his hand. 
 
    “She gave them to me. Before they took her.” Morgan took another drink from the bottle. “But, she deserves it right? She deserves whatever’s coming to her for stealing the damned thing in the first fucking place. So, why don’t you go get your precious painting and leave me in peace to come to terms with the fact that you’ve forced me to sacrifice someone else’s life for your mistakes.” 
 
    Pierce was taken aback by the sudden change in Morgan’s tone and the self-deprecating laugh that followed his statement. If he didn’t know any better, it sounded like Morgan cared for this woman. The implication was clear; mistakes was plural – both letting the painting be stolen in the first place and then for sleeping with Ana. But what surprised him most was why Morgan was forced to make this choice – between him and the woman. 
 
    “What? Did you trade her for the painting or something?” He should just take the keys and leave, but he needed to know. 
 
    “Yes.” Another long drink from the bottle of liquor. “If I gave them the painting, they wouldn’t need her. But, if I gave them the painting, I wouldn’t have it to make you leave Ana alone. You’ve forced me to make a choice between helping my sister and helping someone I barely know. Of course, I’m going to save my sister. Every goddamned time,” he scoffed. “Consider this your reward for doing the right thing. Maybe you’ll try it again sometime.” 
 
    Pierce grabbed the key off of the counter, taking two steps closer to the other man. 
 
    “Let me be very clear.” His voice was deadly quiet. “I’m not doing this for you or because I give a flying fuck what you think about me or why I’ve done what I’ve done. I’m doing this because I care about Ana and because I agree that she deserves better than me. I’m doing this because I want her to be happy and I’m not willing to take the risk of hurting her. You don’t have to believe a goddamn word that I’ve said – or the ones that I haven’t; I have no desire to exonerate myself in your eyes because it would be at the expense of your sister. I’m not leaving because I care about any of the fucking bullshit you’ve thrown at me without even the slightest willingness as a friend to hear my side. I’m doing this because I’m in love with her; I love your sister, Morgan, and the thought of hurting her has done more damage to me than anything that you’ve said or anything that you could do.” 
 
    “There’s only one person in the world who matters to you, Pierce. That person is yourself and I’ve known it for a long time. So, take the damn keys and continue to look out for number one before I change my mind.” Morgan didn’t even bother to look at him as he said the words, drowning in what seemed to be his own misery.  
 
    “Fuck you, Morgan.” 
 
    And then he spun and stalked upstairs to grab the duffel bag that was still half-packed from the other night. 
 
    He couldn’t see her now; he couldn’t defend himself to her. He couldn’t because she would forgive him and she would tell him that everything was going to be ok; she would make it impossible for him to leave and act in her best interest. So, he grabbed the bag, leaving the door cracked open so that Morgan or Ana would hear if Tash started to have a nightmare again, but from the looks of it, she was completely passed out. 
 
    Pierce tucked the key into his pocket and walked out of the house, into the night, and in search of the nearest pub that would be open long enough to get him completely, mind-numbingly drunk. 
 
    He’d always wondered if he’d even had the damn thing. When Ana had come into his life, the way she’d made him feel had him believing – hoping – that he did. Now that he was choosing to leave her, he knew for certain that he did. It was the same pain as the night his mom had left. He had a heart. 
 
    And for the second time in his life, it was being ripped from his chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
    She should have listened. She should have listened to her brother. She should have listened to herself. 
 
    Don’t fall for the devil in the dark suit, they said; he won’t just steal your soul.  
 
    No, he’d stolen her body. Then, he’d stolen her heart. And now, he’d stolen her all. 
 
    Sorrow suffocated her like a scarf wrapped too tightly around her face – constrictive enough to know that she was losing oxygen, but breathable enough to draw out her demise.  
 
    She and Morgan had gotten home, barely made it into the kitchen for a drink of water before they both thought they’d heard a scream. Pausing, they’d waited, listening to the silence. And then there’d been a loud crash, followed by more yelling. 
 
    Morgan had bolted up the stairs and she’d followed right behind. Her heart raced and dread pooled in her stomach as she could clearly hear a woman’s voice except that it was coming from Pierce’s room. 
 
    When Morgan had opened his door, nothing could have prepared her for what she saw: Pierce and Tash – both naked from the waist up in the middle of a tossed bed, Pierce holding the other woman close, their legs tangled mostly underneath the piled covers. Her breathing stopped, watching as their chests seemed to rise and fall rapidly and in sync as though they’d just been engaged in the same vigorous activity. 
 
    Images of Shane flashed before her eyes – naked, having sex with his assistant –  quickly eclipsed by her reality which was must worse; she’d never truly loved Shane. Pierce, on the other hand… 
 
    She couldn’t see anymore, turning blindly from the room, knowing what implication her action must have given Morgan, but she didn’t care. She fled to her room and locked the door behind her, not willing to deal with any chastisement from her brother. She was in shock and she needed to be alone to clean up the pieces of her shattered heart. 
 
    She’d thought that whatever was between Pierce and Tash was over; they’d both indicated as much. Maybe Pierce had been the one that Tash was alluding to – the one she’d been preoccupied with. And Pierce, well, maybe she had been wrong all along; maybe she really was just like every other woman that he slept with. 
 
    You knew this, Ana. You knew this was a probability, not a possibility. 
 
    But, it was the fact that she’d walked in to see them in bed. It made her question everything that Pierce had ever said to her. Had any of it been true? Or had he just been curious as to how much she had fixed him? 
 
    Tears fell furiously down her face. 
 
    You said you didn’t care, that you just wanted the pleasure that he could give you and that would be enough. 
 
    Ana began to sob into her pillow. 
 
    Yeah, well, whatever she’d told herself had been a lie. From the moment he’d shown her that she was beautiful, not broken, he’d captured her heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Numb. 
 
    He didn’t know what shot he was on, but it was past the point where his entire body had gone numb – his entire body except for his heart, that is. That damn thing still burned a hole into his chest, destroying him from the inside out for what he’d done. 
 
    “Another,” he rasped at the bartender at the Sherlock Holmes Pub. The younger man just stared wide-eyed at him for a moment before doing as he was told. 
 
    Sherlock Fucking Holmes. He didn’t need a fucking detective to tell him what was happening to him. Agonizing pain, complete disinterest in any other member of the opposite sex, feeling like he’d lost whatever purpose there was for his godforsaken life… There was no mystery to solve.  
 
    His heart was breaking. 
 
    And he certainly didn’t need a detective to tell him that it was his own fucked up fault, too. 
 
    “Hey there, handsome.” A woman approached him through the fog of his vision. He couldn’t tell if she was pretty or not. More importantly, he didn’t care. 
 
    He downed another shot. “Fuck off.” She turned and stormed off in a huff and he just looked at the blurry bartender with an expression that he hoped conveyed that he needed another shot. 
 
    He didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything. 
 
    With every shot he swallowed, he swore to himself that, for her sake, he’d never love her again. With every breath he took, the air whispered back to him, ‘Until tomorrow.” 
 
    God, he was so pathetic. 
 
    Pierce fumbled as he felt his phone ringing in his pocket, half-tempted to drop the damn thing into the glass of water the bartender had put suggestively on the counter in front of him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Pierce?” Sloane’s surprise was evident. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “What do you want?” He could barely get out a coherent question, let alone explain the Pandora’s box that was his life. 
 
    There was a pause where Sloane was probably trying to decide whether to push him further or just ask him the question he called to ask. 
 
    “Did you tell Tash? Is she good to go?” 
 
    “Yes,” he bit out, caving and taking a long drink of the cool water from the glass. He could hear Sloane cover the phone and talk to someone, probably Cyn. He took another sip, setting the cup down to pinch the bridge of his nose. “If that’s all—” He was about to hang up and return to his intoxicated wallowing when he was cut off. 
 
    “Pierce?” Ellie’s voice came on the phone. 
 
    What the fuck. 
 
    Just his fucking luck that Ellie happened to be there when Sloane called him. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Her calm voice washed over him. He rested his forehead on his hands. She was the last person he wanted to talk to, mostly because she seemed to be the only person in their group who could talk sense into any one of them. 
 
    “You mean you don’t know, oh wise one?” he scoffed. Ellie, somehow, always seemed to know what was going on and what a person was feeling. Even over the phone, Pierce knew that she could read him like an open book. 
 
    “Let me guess. You fell in love with Ana. Morgan found out. You feel like the asshole that you try so hard to be, and now you’re drowning yourself in some kind of expensive vodka so that it’s easier for you to believe how you don’t deserve her and how you completely deserve her brother’s wrath.” 
 
    “Fan-fucking-tastic. Sounds like you’ve got the gist of things.” He had nothing further to add. “I’m hanging up now, Ellie.” 
 
    “You can’t. You swore that you would hear me,” she replied sternly.  
 
    Mother of shit. 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Don’t even try to pretend like the day hasn’t come.” He had promised. She was right and he knew it. 
 
    Months ago, Tristan had broken up with Ellie in the most asshole way possible, shoving her fears and her disease back in her face. He’d been hurting, blah, blah blah. Long fucking story short, Tristan had needed Ellie to come to an exhibit so that he could apologize publically to her and Pierce had sworn to him that he would get her there. 
 
    And he did. 
 
    But it had cost him. 
 
    Of course, she’d initially refused to go – but not because Tristan had broken her heart. Worse than that, she was afraid of hurting him even more in the future and she couldn’t bear the thought. 
 
    She refused to go, not for her sake, but for his. And he’d had the impossible task of convincing her to act selfishly instead of selflessly. 
 
    How? He laughed stupidly to himself at the memory. 
 
    “I can’t go, Pierce. I can’t do that to him. I can’t take the risk of putting him through that again.” Ellie had looked resigned, accepting of her heartbreak because she believed it was the only way to heal Tristan. 
 
    “Ellie, this is what – the second… third… time that the cancer has returned?” He hadn’t bothered to wait for her answer. “When the doctors realized, what did they do?” 
 
    She looked confused, but she answered. “Well, they ran tests, they immediately put me on medication while I waited for the results. When the results came back—” 
 
    He cut her off there because the little details didn’t matter. “Yeah, all that shit, what were they doing?” 
 
    “Pierce, I don’t understand what—” 
 
    “What. Were. They. Doing?” Her eyes had widened at the anger in his tone. 
 
    “I… umm... helping me? They were trying to heal me.” 
 
    “Exactly.” He’d leaned against her kitchen counter. “They didn’t say to you, ‘oh, sorry, there’s a chance that even if we do this – even if we try to stop the cancer – it will still come back and we don’t want to have to put you through that hope and then disappointment again.’ They didn’t say to you, “SOL, Ellie, we can’t take the risk of putting you through this again, so we’re not going to try to cure your cancer.” 
 
    “No,” she’d murmured quietly from her couch, staring out past him in a daze. 
 
    “No, they didn’t. You know why? Because some things are worth fighting for.” He broke off and then without knowing where the words came from, he said, “Fear and hurt are like a cancer, Ellie. Fear of not being loved, fear of losing love – they are the cancers. And when you placate them, they slowly eat away at you until there is nothing left but the shell of an asshole who couldn’t care for anyone or anything to save his life.” 
 
    “Pierce…” It wasn’t his story in detail, but it was no less the truth about himself. 
 
    “And you sitting here, saying that Tristan will appreciate this in the future, that it might be easier for him in the future for you to sacrifice yourself and your love now, would be like your doctor telling you to live with your cancer because you might be disappointed by its return or you might be hurt worse by the treatment that they use to try to heal you. Is that what you would want?”  
 
    “Sometimes, the right thing is the risky thing. Sometimes, the right thing means willingly putting yourself or someone you love at risk of being hurt, at risk of losing. Sometimes, the right thing looks like the wrong fucking thing, but it’s the only thing that can ever have a chance at healing you.” Ellie’s voice came back over the line, serene and quieting, as she repeated the final words that he’d spoken to her that day. Their truth boomed through the sound of the blood pumping through his head. 
 
    His mind flashed back to the end of their conversation and the reason why he was forced to sit and listen to her – or himself – right now. 
 
    “I don’t know you. I don’t know that I even like you. And I don’t know if I should believe you,” Ellie had replied, standing up and moving in front of him, her perceptive gaze narrowing into his. “But, I do. So, I will go with you,” she’d stood and walked right past him to the door, “on one condition.” 
 
    He’d just raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “There will come a day when you will want to forget that you said these words to me because they will be exactly what you need to hear, but don’t want to. When that day comes, I want your word that you will hear them when I repeat them back to you.” 
 
    “Fine,” he’d ground out. 
 
    He’d honestly believed at the time that that day would never come – that he was too far gone past the point where he could be healed. And then Ana had come into his life and now, here it was. His day of reckoning. 
 
    “Fuck, Ellie. What the fuck did I know?” He downed the rest of the water, slamming the cup on the bar. “I had no fucking idea what I was saying.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You did know and you were right. You can play the asshole with everyone else – including yourself, Pierce, but not right now and not with me. You knew exactly what you said because it came from the heart that you do, in fact, have.” He groaned, spinning the empty glass on the wood. “I don’t need to know the details. You’re in love with Ana.” 
 
    “Not the problem.” His hand moved to his temple, rubbing the clenched muscles on the side of his head. The bartender returned, quickly refilling the glass with more water and walking away before Pierce could think to order another drink. 
 
    “No, the problem is that she loves you. The problem is that a little bit of love reminds you just how big the hole inside of you is. Only this isn’t a little bit of love. This is the kind of love that could change everything, and suddenly, that big hole is swallowing you up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he admitted with a sigh. “So, can you let me go back to drowning now?” 
 
    “No because that is the wrong thing.” Her voice sounded really agitated and he wondered why the hell she cared so much. “Why are you running?” 
 
    “Jesus, Ellie. You just said it. I don’t deserve her, is that what you want to hear me say? I don’t fucking deserve her.” 
 
    “Wrong. I don’t care what was said. What do you feel, Pierce? I want to know what you really feel.” 
 
    He stared into the water in front of him, the liquid blurring an already hazy background, the alcohol numbing everything but the truth. 
 
    “I’m afraid of hurting her. I’m afraid I already have.” 
 
    “And you think she deserves someone better?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Really? So, you’d be happy if she found someone else to love her, marry her, care for her?” 
 
    Anger ripped through him at the thought. 
 
    Hell fucking no. 
 
    His hand balled into a fist. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not?” Ellie continued to push and he knew that she’d managed to take him right to the edge – the edge of the unknown, where good or bad could exist, where love and hurt lived, where the future remained uncertain. 
 
    “Because I may be an asshole, I may have made it my purpose in life to try to hurt those who care about me, to keep them away, to keep them safe. I may continue to do shitty things to people that I love because it’s all I’ve ever known. I may continue to struggle to do the right thing – and let people know it. I may make mistakes. My heart may always be blackened and damaged from my past. But no one will care for her like I will. No one will fight for her like I will. No one will try as hard as I will to make sure she has a smile on her face every goddamn day. No. Fucking. One. Will ever love her like I do.” 
 
    The moment he heard her sigh was the same second that he saw the drop of water on the bar beneath his face. His hand came up to his cheek and he realized that it wasn’t water, it was a tear.  
 
    “So then do it.” Ellie didn’t wait for his response, she just hung up, knowing that there was nothing more to say. 
 
    Fuck, this hurt. 
 
    He wasn’t numb anymore. His body vibrated with the truth that he’d been trying to numb out of him. 
 
    Yes, he’d hurt her – he knew what she thought she’d seen. Yes, he’d allowed himself to believe Morgan’s words, knowing that they weren’t the truth, but feeling that they were what he deserved.  
 
    He’d made a mistake by leaving. 
 
    He loved her and he should have stayed and fought for her because that’s what you do for the thing or the person who can save your life. 
 
    And that’s what he was going to do. 
 
    He stood up, surprisingly steady considering the amount of alcohol he’d consumed. He couldn’t go back there now though, not like this. Walking across the street, he took the elevator up to his hotel room. He needed to sleep and probably shower.  
 
    And, as much as Morgan’s words and opinion shouldn’t play a part, he was her brother and Pierce couldn’t ask her to make the choice between them. Because she would forgive him, she would pick him. The old Pierce wouldn’t have cared. The real Pierce knew it that would kill Morgan. 
 
    He rubbed the key to the bank box between his fingers, knowing what he had to do, before setting them down on the nightstand. This time, he was going to do the right thing and Morgan was going to know it – and if that didn’t change the man’s mind about him, well, then that was his problem. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Knock, knock, knock. 
 
    Groggily, Ana pushed up off the couch in her room; she’d been aiming for her bed, but the sight of it only made her think of Pierce. So, the couch had been a necessary fallback. 
 
    If Morgan was here to gloat – to tell her that she should have listened to him all along about Pierce – she was going to disown him. 
 
    The knocking persisted. Wiping her eyes, she sucked in a breath ready to let her brother have it, only to be stopped short when she opened the door to see Tash on the other side – the blonde’s eyes almost as red and swollen as her own. 
 
    Rage. Hatred. Jealousy. 
 
    Every horrible emotion that she could have crossed her mind. Like a switch, all of her hurt turned into hate and all of her anger at Pierce was about to be unleashed on this woman. 
 
    A woman who looked far too traumatized for someone who had just been sleeping with Pierce. 
 
    “I had a nightmare,” Tash’s soft voice burst the balloon of tension that had been about to explode, instead causing her anger to quickly deflate in favor of the truth. “I’m so sorry, Ana. I had a nightmare. He was trying to wake me.” 
 
    She just stared at Tash, her mouth slowly dropping open as her eyes saw the scene that had been replaying in her mind in a different light. 
 
    “What happened?” She managed to get out over the thickness in her throat. 
 
    Tash’s eyes fell to the floor. “I’ve been having nightmares since the incident. The men… the men who were there… they work for Sanchez; it’s why I passed out – I recognized their voices.” 
 
    Oh, God… 
 
    “Every second since, I’ve wondered if they recognized me, if they had let him know that they found me, if he was coming for me. I haven’t really slept – and when I do, all I dream about is being tied up and beaten again.” 
 
    “Tash…” 
 
    “No, just let me get it out. I won’t be the cause of another problem for you all.” Tash was crying, but her voice was hard – determined to tell her tale no matter the cost to herself. “Pierce called Sloane who said I should lay low and see what happens before they just bring me back home. So, I did, but something must have happened, because Pierce came and told me earlier that I was going to be on a flight home tomorrow.” 
 
    Her hands began to fidget in front of her. 
 
    “He realized that I hadn’t been sleeping well; I think the sounds of my nightmares had been drowned out by… other things.” Ana felt her face flush, knowing exactly what those other things were. “So, he offered to let me stay in his room and he would sit with me to see if it helped.” Tash’s eyes rose and Ana saw that they were overflowing with tears. “I’m so sorry, Ana. I just wanted to sleep; I just wanted to feel safe.” 
 
    Guilt shattered her – for thinking the worst of Pierce, the worst of Tash, and for all the things she’d been about to let loose on this woman who was just looking for a few hours of relief from her fears. 
 
    “I-I took my clothes off because if I try to sleep with them on, I break out in a sweat, thinking that I’m being restrained again. I actually thought I was going to be ok – I really did. But then the nightmares were back, worse because I know that there is something that Pierce isn’t telling me, something that made them decide to send me home. I don’t remember much until I woke up with Pierce clutching me, trying to protect me from myself.” 
 
    She paused and held out her arms, littered with minor bruises. 
 
    “Without him, I would have just added more to the collection that I’ve been growing, banging against the headboard, the nightstand, the floor.” Her words became ragged and Ana could only hold her breath so that she didn’t break down as well. “I thought it was only Morgan who came in – he was all I saw as I came to… but when Pierce stormed back in to take his things and leave, I knew that you must have been there, too.” 
 
    Ana barely found the strength to nod – the rug having been ripped out from underneath her for the second time that night. “I didn’t realize.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Ana.” Tears flooded her face. “I would never try to come between you and Pierce; I don’t… I can’t think about him like that anymore. I don’t know that I can think about anyone like that right now. And if I could – if in the brief moments that are becoming sparser and sparser, I could want someone, it would be the one person that somehow manages to make everything feel ok and that someone would never want me; that someone isn’t interested in me – or any woman for that matter.” 
 
    Sebastian. 
 
    A million puzzle pieces clicked together in her head at that moment and the sorrow that she felt for herself was inconsequential eclipsed by how Tash must feel. 
 
    “Don’t apologize to me, Tash. I can’t believe I thought… I can’t believe how foolish—” Ana shook her head, completely disappointed in herself for wantonly and willingly believing the worst of the two people who deserved it the least – no matter how many times or how many ways Pierce tried to make it seem like he deserved everyone’s low opinion. 
 
    “I’m still sorry, Ana. I never wanted to hurt either of you, especially after everything you’ve done for me. But I’m not the one who’s important right now.” She used the ends of her sleeves to wipe off her face. “I need to show you something.” 
 
    “What?” Ana stared in confusion. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Tash didn’t respond, she just turned and began to take the stairs up to the third floor, leaving Ana no choice but to follow her. 
 
    Walking back into Pierce’s room, she saw the scene she’d witnessed earlier, only this time, she saw it as Tash described. She saw the broken, tortured woman whom Pierce had been trying to save. She saw the look on his face when she and Morgan had entered the room; he could have blurted it out and explained immediately that Tash was having a nightmare – he could have thrown her and her weakness under the bus to exonerate himself. Instead, he chose to shield Tash from the embarrassment and the pain of having her weakness revealed to everyone that she was trying to be strong in front of; it wasn’t his place to share this woman’s struggle. So, like he was so fond of doing, he sacrificed his reputation to help Tash – to protect her. 
 
    And she’d been all too willing to accept the superficial, rather than see him for the man she knew him to be. 
 
    “What are you showing me?” Ana followed Tash into Pierce’s studio. 
 
    Tash’s answer was to walk around the room, ripping the sheets that lay draped over works that Pierce had done. Only, when the fabric fell, Ana saw her own face staring back at her; they were all of her. 
 
    Every. Single. One. 
 
    Tash, the room, her pain – everything disappeared as she walked mindlessly from one canvas to the next, seeing the rainbow of expressions that Pierce had captured. This whole time – he’d been painting her. All the women he’d brought up here, there were no images of them; she’d been the only one on his mind and in his heart. 
 
    She made it all the way around the room, finally ending with the painting that was on the easel. She hadn’t been able to see herself, but Ana recognized the exact moment that he’d painted it from – it was the moment that she’d told him that she loved him. And he’d captured it to remind himself that because she loved him, he was worth loving. 
 
    “I need to find him,” she whispered, her head jerking up to Tash. “I need to talk to him.” 
 
    Tash’s eyes widened. “I don’t know where he is. I don’t know if he’s coming back.” 
 
    “He’s not.” Morgan’s hard voice boomed into the space; his matching hazel eyes clashing with hers. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I saved you from that asshole.” His calm reply incensed her.  
 
    “You have no idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    Morgan threw his arms out. “Are you kidding me? Did you not walk in on what I did?” His eyes narrowed on Tash. “What the hell are you even doing with her… after…” 
 
    “Morgan—” 
 
    “Stop it!” Tash yelled, shocking the both of them into silence. “Morgan, I was having a nightmare.” 
 
    “Tash,” Ana interjected, “you don’t have to do this. You don’t have to explain to him.” 
 
    “No, I do. I thought I was being strong by keeping to myself, but I realized that it’s not only made me weaker, but everyone else around me, too. I can’t fight my demons if I refuse to acknowledge them.” Ana closed her mouth as Tash turned her eyes on Morgan who still looked resolutely skeptical. “Morgan, I’ve been having nightmares since the other night – to the point where I’ve been injuring myself in my sleep. There are more details, but what you need to know is that Pierce offered to let me sleep up here while he sat guard at the door with the hope that I could finally get some rest; needless to say, it didn’t work.” 
 
    “Why are you having nightmares?” 
 
    Tash’s eyes widened. “I thought… I thought Pierce would have told you.” 
 
    “I’ve been at the hospital and somewhat under the radar…” 
 
    “The men from the other night – they work for Sanchez. I recognized them and apparently, they recognized me. That’s why I’m flying back to the States tomorrow.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Ana watched as her brother ran his hand over his mouth, glancing over to her and then back to Tash, realizing just how much he’d missed over the past few days. 
 
    “So that’s why I’ve been having nightmares – and that’s why Pierce offered to let me stay here to see if it helped. When I started having another one, I’m sure he didn’t realize just how bad it would get. And then I broke the lamp on his nightstand, so, he climbed in the bed to try to forcibly wake me – and to protect me from myself; that’s when you walked in.” 
 
    Morgan’s jaw ticked as he processed this information. “I see.” 
 
    “And instead of exposing me to save himself, he let you think the worst.” 
 
    “Shit.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I didn’t just think it; I told him exactly what was going through my mind.” 
 
    “What have you done?” Ana asked again. 
 
    He stared her in the eyes, never one to shy away from admitting to things that he’d said or done. “I told him that he was scum, that he didn’t and never would deserve you. That he took advantage of you and treated you just like he treats every other woman. I told him that if he tried to stay with you, he would destroy you because he only knows how to think about himself and that if he had any semblance of care for either of us, he would leave and never come back.” 
 
    Tears overflowed down her cheeks, knowing what those words would have done to Pierce. “How could you?” she whispered. 
 
    “I was trying to protect you!” He swore. “Christ, Ana. I saw the look on your face and when I saw some of his drawings on the floor, I realized what I should have recognized weeks ago – that there was something going on between you and I saw how he’d just broken your heart, so I reacted.” She wanted to hate him right now, she really did. “Without all of the information, obviously.” 
 
    He walked towards her and she crossed her arms over her chest, preparing to step back if he got too close. 
 
    “Why can’t you just let me be strong, Morgan?” she whispered. 
 
    “Fuck, Ana, it’s not that I don’t want you to be strong.” He wiped a hand over his eyes. Was he crying? “But I’ll never be able to stop myself from thinking that I should have done more… all those years ago with Shane. I can’t stop blaming myself for what happened to you, thinking that if I hadn’t left after our fight, I could have been able to stop him from attacking you.” He laughed harshly at himself. “Don’t you see? You think I saved you from him that night. All I see is that I barely got there in time to clean up the mess that I’d made. If I hadn’t left, he never would have been able to do what he did.” 
 
    She wanted to hate him, hearing how he’d used her and Pierce’s feelings for her to finally break the one man who’d been unbreakable. She’d been his weakness, his kryptonite, and Morgan had used her to take him down. But then, she saw her brother – her other half – standing in front of her, admitting to the torture that he lived with every day, and she wouldn’t let this tear them further apart. It’s not what she wanted and it’s not what Pierce would want either. 
 
    “Morgan, I have never thought that. You did say something to me and my stubborn self didn’t want to believe it. A lot of things have changed about me since then, but that is one thing that hasn’t. He wanted me to tell you – days ago. But you were at the hospital and I told him that I didn’t want to do it over the phone. The truth was that I didn’t want to get into an argument with you because I knew you’d think I was letting you down, when the truth is, I’m finally happy.” She wiped more tears away. “Shane never treated me like I mattered – at least in the important ways. For Pierce, I’m the only thing that matters.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ana. I know you’ve changed, I see it in everything that you say and do; I see how strong you’ve become. I wasn’t protecting you because I thought you needed it; I was protecting you because I thought it would help me forgive myself for my failure to do so with Shane.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as the tensions and struggles between them melted away. Ana let out a sigh and then wrapped her arms around her brother’s neck. “You didn’t fail me, Morgan. The more you would have fought it, the more I would have fought for it. If anything, your leaving allowed me to take stock of the relationship that I was in. If you had stayed, I would have driven myself into the ground trying to prove myself right.” 
 
    “Well… that might be true,” he mumbled against her hair and she let out a small laugh as she pulled back. 
 
    “I love you, Morgan. Everything that you’ve done for me has led me to this moment – a moment when I’ve finally found a love and respect that I never believed was possible for me; you have made my happily-ever-after possible. Now, can you please let me go find my dark prince and tell him just how much I love him?” 
 
    He nodded. “But, I’m still not happy about it,” he grumbled. “I don’t think anyone is good enough for you, for the record.” 
 
    She smiled sweetly at him before reaching up and planting a kiss on his cheek. “Duly noted. Now, I just need to find him,” she said, walking towards the door, Tash having disappeared from the room to let the siblings reconcile in private. 
 
    “I know where he is, but you’ll have to wait until morning.” 
 
    Ana spun on her heels. “Why? How do you know?” 
 
    “Because I sent him there and the bank doesn’t open until nine.” 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    He stood in front of the larger safety deposit box that the bank clerk had just led him to, spinning the key between his fingers. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    After all these years, the painting that had plagued him was now within his grasp – a grasp that was going to take it and then give it away. It might not make up for what he’d done, but it didn’t change the fact that it was the right thing to do. 
 
    Unlocking the box revealed the parchment that had been carefully protected. Unrolling the canvas, he stared at the scene in front of him – one of Monet’s most famous. It looked like his reproduction was going to have to do for the Met – for now. 
 
    Rolling it back up, he carefully put it in the black plastic carton that he’d brought with him and closed the lid. Letting himself out of the room, he nodded at the bank employee who had been waiting on the other side of the door. 
 
    Now, it was time to go claim his Princess. 
 
    If she’d still have him. 
 
    The cool rush of fall air greeted him as he stepped out onto the sidewalk, watching for a second as a red, double-decker bus sped in front of him. It was funny to think how the world continued to spin even though his was currently on pause. He turned to his left and began to walk down the street towards the nearest Tube station. 
 
    “Pierce!” He stopped dead in his tracks just steps away from the bank branch’s front door, wondering if he was hallucinating. He turned slowly, hope and anxiety flooding him as he saw her; she was real and she was there. 
 
    “Ana?” he rasped, noticing Morgan a few feet behind her. He took a few hesitant steps towards her and she did the same until they were standing right in front of one another. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she blurted out and he stared, dumbfounded. “I know what happened. I’m so sorry for doubting you.” 
 
    “Ana,” he groaned, “don’t fucking be sorry. You had every reason to think what you did.” 
 
    “No!” she yelled. “I didn’t Pierce. I was wrong. You were trying to help Tash and I jumped to the wrong conclusions. Don’t you dare try to take the blame for this; I refuse to let you.” She shook her head frantically. “I’m not saying you did everything right, but I’m not blameless – no matter how much I tried to believe that I was.” 
 
    “Ana,” he forcibly interjected, “regardless of what happened last night, it killed me to see me hurt you that way.” The fear behind his confession was strangling him, but she deserved this. “For once in my life, I’m scared to death of letting you inside because I don’t want to ever hurt you like that – ever.  
 
    “Pierce, you need to let me inside even though it hurts; we can’t hide the broken parts from each other anymore.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. I’m just broken in so many ways and even though I swear that there’s a million reasons for you to go, I only have one reason to give you to stay.” 
 
    He reached up and cupped her face, his thumbs caressing the soft skin of her cheeks, breathing in deeply the light that she emanated – the one that eliminated his darkness. 
 
    “I love you, Ana,” he said hoarsely. “I should have said it so fucking long ago, but I’d be lost without you and never find myself. I shouldn’t have left last night; I should have stayed, no matter what Morgan said – no matter how true it was – because I will do whatever it takes to turn this around.” He wiped away the tears that spilled from her eyes. “I love you and I know you deserve much better, but if you give me a chance and believe me when I say that because of you I’ve changed and for you, I will continue to do so, I swear I will never leave you again, Princess; I swear I will keep us together – whatever it takes.” 
 
    Her shoulders shook as she began to bawl into his grasp. “Shh,” he cooed, hating to see her cry. “Don’t cry, Ana. Please.” 
 
    “P-Pierce,” she said shakily, “I have a million reasons to stay and they all start and end with you.” 
 
    “I love you, Ana.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” She smiled tremulously and he felt the pounding in his chest like never before – and he welcomed it; he welcomed every feeling that he had because of her. For the first time in his miserable, self-loathing life, he felt loved. 
 
    “I want to kiss you more than anything right now,” he said thickly, “but there’s something I have to take care of first.” She stared up at him in confusion. “Trust me.” He released her face, reaching down for her hand and pulling her with him as he walked over to where Morgan was standing. 
 
    He stopped in front of his friend and they eyed each other up and down for long enough to make the silence awkward. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Morgan,” Pierce broke the impasse. “I’m sorry for not telling you sooner. But I’m not sorry for how I feel about your sister; I will never apologize for that again.” He squeezed her hand. “If you want to say that I don’t deserve her, I will be the first to agree with you, but I promise you that no one will ever work harder to try to than I will.” 
 
    “Pierce—” 
 
    “Just let me finish.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I have no excuse – certainly not one good enough – for how I’ve behaved in the past. All I can say is that I’m not the person I successfully made everyone believe that I was and, because of your sister, I’m determined to prove that to you all – especially you. Starting right now, with this.” 
 
    He held out the canister containing the painting. Morgan’s eyes went wide, questioning the move even though he knew exactly what was inside. 
 
    “Take it and go save the girl.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Morgan eyed him warily, knowing that this put in jeopardy everything Pierce had worked for by keeping a forgery in the museum. 
 
    “Not a fucking doubt in my mind.” 
 
    Morgan took the canister and nodded. “Thank you,” he said, rolling it in his hands. “I was wrong about what I said to you.” 
 
    This time, Ana squeezed his hand in encouragement. 
 
    “The one thing I’ve known about you this whole time,” Morgan continued as Pierce clenched his jaw, wondering if this was about to go swiftly downhill, “is that you will do whatever it takes to get what you want.” This didn’t sound good. “And the way you look at my sister, I see that all you want is to make her happy, so I know without a doubt that you will move heaven and earth to make that happen.” 
 
    He was shocked by his friend’s admission; he hadn’t expected Morgan to be won over so easily or so quickly and a brief glance down at Ana told him that she might have had something to do with it. 
 
    “I still don’t think you deserve her, but, as her brother, I have to think that.” A quick grin flashed over his face. 
 
    “Dick.” They both laughed as Morgan held out his hand that Pierce shook firmly: a truce, a forgiveness 
 
    “I should go…” Morgan briefly raised the canister as an explanation; time was of the essence. 
 
    He nodded. “We’ll take Tash to the airport.” 
 
    “I’ll be there if I can.” 
 
    “Morgan,” Pierce stopped him as he hailed a taxi, “go see Loury – he owns a bar called ‘the Ghost’ in St. Giles. He’ll know how to find her.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, his eyes conveying his thanks as he climbed into the cab. 
 
    “Where’s Tash?” The mention of her name made him realize that she hadn’t been with them. 
 
    “Tony’s with her at the house. She said you told her that she shouldn’t leave,” Ana explained. “There’s more… One of the men gave up Sanchez.” 
 
    “Yeah, well he still had people following you to the hospital last night, thinking you were Tash. Even if the information works out and Sebastian can arrest him, she needs to get back stateside.” 
 
    “I feel horrible for her.” He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight to his chest. 
 
    “I know. Me too. She’s strong though; she’ll make it through this and she’ll make Sanchez pay.” He felt her slight nod against him as his hands rubbed along her back. “So, what now, my Queen?” He teased lovingly, tipping Ana’s face up to his. “We have a few hours before we need to take Tash to Heathrow.” 
 
    “I want to go home,” she sighed, smiling up at him, “and I want you to hold me.” 
 
    He groaned, hugging her against him, his face dropping down a hairsbreadth from hers. “Don’t you worry, Princess,” he whispered as his lips touched hers. “I’m going to hold onto you above everything else.”  
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Everything is going to be fine, Tash,” Ana tried to reassure her, enveloping her in one last hug before she had to walk through security. “Julian is in custody. Tristan and Sloane will make sure that you are ok until he is finally put behind bars.” She didn’t want to mention Sebastian; she was sure that that particular man was already on the other woman’s mind. “Pierce and I will be there as soon as everything settles here and we hear from Morgan.” 
 
    Her brother had since turned into a giant question mark. Packing his bag, he disappeared, presumably following Pierce’s suggestion in order to find this mysterious woman who he was hell-bent on saving. One of these days he was going to learn that he didn’t always have to be the white knight to every damsel – whether they were in distress or not. 
 
    “Thank you, Ana,” Tash replied quietly, pulling back and picking up her carry-on. “For everything.” 
 
    She gave her a brave smile and squeezed her hand one more time. 
 
    “Call me or have Sloane call me as soon as you land,” Pierce said gruffly; they were both equally concerned for Tash’s fate, both hoping that this was the right move, sending her back to Sanchez’s backyard. 
 
    Tash nodded, giving Pierce a quick hug, before joining the security line. 
 
    “Maybe one of us should have gone with her. She was practically shaking,” Ana mused worriedly.  
 
    “She’ll be fine. Sloane said that they have Sanchez in custody already. He has bigger problems than Tash right now.” 
 
    “I hope so, for her sake. I hope his reach and his anger aren’t as limitless as they seem. I hate to see her so scared.” 
 
    She felt Pierce’s chest rumble against her shoulder. “If you want to know what I think – I think she’s more afraid to see Sebastian again than she is about Sanchez. At least for the very immediate future.” 
 
    She sighed against him, contemplating Tash’s situation and beyond grateful for what she’d found with Pierce. “I can’t imagine how she must feel – to want someone who will never want her.” His chest rumbled even more. “What? How can you think that’s funny?” she asked, aghast. 
 
    “I don’t. I mean, I do, but I don’t.” He sighed. “Sebastian isn’t what you think.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” She pushed off to stare him in the eye. 
 
    “Well, he’s an undercover agent – you know what that means.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “Yeah… that he’s been secretly trying to infiltrate the Sanchez cartel.” 
 
    “And how do you do that, oh beautiful agent of mine?” He was toying with her; he knew something and like any good agent, she was going to get it out of him. 
 
    She turned to face him, their bodies so close that most people passing by wouldn’t notice as her hand slipped down his stomach between them to rest on the front of his pants. 
 
    He groaned, his eyes darkening at her. “Well, you become someone you’re not. However, dear painter of mine, I would appreciate if you would share with me exactly what you are holding back, otherwise, I will be forced to torture you.” She smiled sweetly, stroking his arousal through his pants, enjoying the feel of it hardening against her touch. 
 
    “Fuck, Ana,” he whispered harshly, his hand dropping to cup her ass. “Sebastian had to become someone he’s not – that’s exactly it. And the someone that he’s not is someone that is gay.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, every movement freezing at his revelation. “Oh my God,” she breathed. “Tash has no idea that he’s not actually gay.” Her hand cupped over her mouth in shock. 
 
    “He made us swear not to tell,” Pierce gritted out. “Now then, Princess, in your quest for information, you have started something that I’m going to thoroughly enjoy finishing.” He pressed his hips against her hand. She sucked in a breath, but her mind was still on the situation that Tash was walking into. “Ana, if there’s something between them, it will find a way. And I know that because I found you.” 
 
    She smiled up at him, feeling the exact same.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End. 
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